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Abstract
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experience of an African
American church-public school partnership to determine the types of social and emotional
support provided in the mentoring program. A group of 21 school leaders, church leaders, and
mentors in an urban city located in the southern region of the United States were interviewed by
phone. For the purposes of this study, “school leaders” referred to principals or their designees,
which were the counselors at local public schools in two districts. “Church leaders” were church
administrators in the outreach department of the partnering megachurch. Mentors were church
members who volunteered to mentor students at the schools. Semi-structured interviews
prompted participants to describe their roles, responsibilities, successes, challenges, and related
background. Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of the Van Kaam Method of Analysis was
used to extract significant meanings and essences of this mentoring program experience.
Participants’ approaches to their roles in the mentoring program were influenced by their faith,
careers, significant life events, and relationships. Three essential themes emerged from their
resulting attitudes and actions in the partnership: filling the gaps, fervent collaboration, and
strategic fellowship. Five types of social and emotional support were identified in grass roots
strategies used by mentors and in the review of church mentoring program documents.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Introduction to the Problem
This study was prompted by an impression made upon the researcher from a series of
public statements released by the U.S. Department of Education officials regarding new priorities
for public school students: first, an outcry regarding the highest rates of out-of-school
suspensions among students of color (Duncan, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2014a);
second, the call for social and emotional skill development programs in order to reduce
suspensions and build positive school climates (Duncan, 2014; U.S. Department of Education,
2014b); and third, guidance for school leaders to cultivate partnerships with community
stakeholders to provide social and emotional support for students (U.S. Department of
Education, 2014b). An increasing need for social and emotional support for the nation’s students
exposed a gap in practice, and the lack thereof was believed to be a key contributor to school
climate and discipline problems (U.S. Department of Education, n.d., Rethinking Discipline
section). In response, the U.S. Department of Education (2014b) presented guiding principles
for building safe school cultures that promoted social and emotional learning programs for all
students and targeted support for struggling students. To incorporate this new level of support,
districts and schools were advised to “collaborate with local mental health, child welfare, law
enforcement, and juvenile justice agencies and other stakeholders to align resources, prevention
strategies, and intervention services” (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b, p. 8). The
Secretary of Education recommended that services be “grounded in research and promising
practices—instead of being based on indiscriminate zero tolerance policies, or, at the other
extreme, ad-hoc approaches to discipline” (Duncan, 2014, pp. 1-2).
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Although churches were not specifically identified in the Department of Education’s
(2014b) list, churches are community stakeholders—many of which partner with public schools
to provide a range of support including, but not limited to, personal need and school supplies,
mentoring, homework assistance, and use of church property for school needs (Jordan & Wilson,
2017). Church outreach to public schools was found to be a global practice (Purdy & Meneely,
2015), similarly centered around meeting needs and providing opportunities for the advancement
of vulnerable student populations in public schools. In considering the absence of churches from
the list of stakeholders, it is possible that perspectives on separation of church and state
unintentionally hindered engagement (Magaldi-Dopman & Park-Taylor, 2014). However, it also
became clear while investigating this issue that a dearth in research contributed to a lack of
awareness of the current work and capacity of church-public school partnerships.
Website searches of random state departments of education and school districts revealed
links to church-school partnerships in public schools across the country (Boston Public Schools,
2014; Duvall County Public Schools, n.d.; Florida Department of Education, n.d.). School
district postings of formal church-school partnerships on their webpages (e.g., those initiated
through memorandums of understanding) were evidence of the resourcefulness of both parties,
and such collaborations offered services that schools would be hard pressed to find elsewhere
without significant cost. The collective altruism on the part of religious institutions was
characteristic of partnering churches that invested time, talent and resources from their
membership. Of equal significance were the enterprising school leaders who engaged with
churches for educational provisions to benefit their students. Still, without more research, the
work of church-public school partnerships may go unnoticed by policy makers and leading
educators (Jordan & Wilson, 2017, p. 96).
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African American churches, historically and collectively referred to as “The Black
Church,” have a legacy of providing a broad range of support for the unique needs of their
congregants and community (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990) spanning from health to education to
civic needs. Current support has expanded to partnerships with public schools to employ varied
strategies such as mentoring, tutoring, and resource provision for student success (Green-Powell,
Hilton, & Joseph, 2011; Jordan & Wilson, 2017). A recent article on diversity in schools
highlighted the Black Church as a model for creating a welcoming climate for African American
families (Latunde, 2017). The cultural connections of African American churches to their
families and communities pointed to the need for researching social and emotional support
provided in African American church-public school partnerships.
This phenomenological research interest was associated with the researcher’s own lived
experience in faith and education: descendant of preachers and public school teachers; raised in
the Black Church culture of the South; participated in, and later facilitated, Christian Education
for youth; combined with memorable experiences as a student, teacher and administrator in
public schools. These two worlds of purpose bore many lessons, each providing inspiration for
the other.
As the daughter of a pastor who befriended fellow clergymen in the city, the researcher
grew up experiencing the communal aspect of churches across various Christian doctrines.
Displacement resulting from a natural disaster opened doors to fellowship with two Midwest
faith communities: an Evangelical church that supported needy students in local schools, and a
Church of God in Christ congregation that ran its own elementary school. Back home, the road
to recovery from the natural disaster prompted diverse religious communities to temporarily
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share buildings; hence, an opportunity to share sacred space in a local Seventh Day Adventist
Church.
In reflection, the researcher observed how the religious work of churches was inherently
designed to yield a range of benefits in the lives of young participants including, but not limited
to, moral, social, and emotional development. The benefits emerged from some degree of
sustained affiliation between adults and young members, wherein the adult was the facilitator or
mentor, and the young person was the student or apprentice. Adults used methods of preaching,
teaching, mentoring, correction, friendship, leadership opportunities, and provisions of resources.
Students learned from the adults in the contexts of weekly worship, Sunday school, choir
rehearsal, Vacation Bible School, Christmas pageants, special programs, or mission trips. These
opportunities were easy to take for granted, as they were predictable year in and year out through
the religious commitment of church members. The benefits were expected by families and
congregants who desired the blessings in Scripture for their young that influenced all areas of
life, including academic achievement; this was observed by the researcher and documented in the
review of literature in Chapter Two.
Background knowledge and personal experience influenced the researcher’s observations
while working in public schools. Across race and socioeconomic status of students, needs for
relationships, communication, and character education were evident. Schools had much to gain
from churches with relationship building at their core. The fact that partnerships already existed,
often with mentoring programs, was further incentive for an exploration into the types of social
and emotional support available in church-school partnerships.
A review of the literature yielded nearly equal support among quantitative studies and
qualitative studies for this research. The quantitative studies were a testament of the established
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relationship between religious involvement and positive educational outcomes of adolescents,
with further investigations of correlations between variables present in those relationships.
Statistical reports were incorporated to provide context for the direction of the current study. The
qualitative studies addressed the evolving nature of school-community partnerships, which led to
the researcher’s focus on social and emotional support within African American church-public
school partnerships.

15

Background of the Study
The context for this study centered around data from the Education Office for Civil
Rights (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a) and the response by the U.S. Departments of
Education and Justice in January 2014.
One responsibility of the Office for Civil Rights was to monitor adherence to civil rights
laws in educational institutions that received federal funding (U.S. Department of Education,
2014a). This task was carried out through a Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) accountability
survey that required a range of student data from all public schools to monitor student access to
educational opportunities. For school discipline data, the CRDC survey collected suspension and
expulsion information, also known as exclusionary discipline data. For the scope of this study,
only suspension rates and causes were highlighted.
In January of 2014, the biannual CRDC results revealed the highest statistics of out-ofschool suspensions in over 40 years across all races, with African American students consistently
ranked highest, followed by Latino and White students consecutively (Losen, Hodson, Keith II,
Morrison, & Belway, 2015). The CRDC report (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a) revealed
that out of 49 million students, African American students received 33-42% of out-of-school
suspensions, while constituting only 16% of the population (p. 2). The Secretary of Education
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014b) informed educators that “African-American students
without disabilities [were] more than three times as likely as their white peers without disabilities
to be expelled or suspended” (Dear Colleague Letter, p. i).
In remarks to the public, Duncan (2014) stated that the majority of out-of-school
suspensions were assigned for non-violent misbehaviors that were often subjective in nature,
including disrespect, disruption, and willful defiance. Although the specific data were
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unpublished, Duncan’s (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b, Dear Colleague Letter, p. ii)
statement was supported by prior studies of the adverse effects of zero tolerance policies
(Boccanfuso & Kuhfeld, 2011) and findings in which non-violent problem behaviors, such as
insubordination continued to rank high in discipline by suspension (Raffaele-Mendez & Knoff,
2003). Based on the CRDC analysis of 2011-12 data (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a), the
Department identified goals for change in 2014 which involved: dismantling racial bias of
administrative and staff with ongoing professional development; reducing out-of-school
suspensions through school-wide prevention plans; and supporting social-emotional learning for
all students. The U.S. Department of Education compelled schools and districts to invest in
social and emotional development as a means of preventing and reducing suspension rates. A
declaration on its website read,
Teachers and students deserve school environments that are safe, supportive, and
conducive to teaching and learning. Creating a supportive school climate—and
decreasing suspensions and expulsions—requires close attention to the social, emotional,
and behavioral needs of all students. (U.S. Department of Education, n.d., Rethinking
Discipline section)
After the 2014 distribution of a school discipline guide and funding opportunities by the
U.S. Department of Education to states, districts and schools, the CRDC showed a decrease in
out-of-school suspensions in 2014 data. Still, the 2013-14 data (U.S. Department of Education,
2016) revealed that African American students continued to have the highest statistics of out-ofschool suspensions, beginning with African American preschool children who were “3.6 times as
likely to receive one or more out-of-school suspensions as white preschool children” (p. 3).
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Statement of the Problem
In a CRDC analysis (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a), African American students
without disabilities constituted approximately 41% of the total number of out-of-school
suspensions of K-12 students without disabilities. Among all races and ethnicities, the majority
of suspensions involved non-violent problem behaviors such as disrespect, disruption, and
willful defiance (Duncan, 2014). The U. S. Department of Education (2014b) identified social
and emotional skill development as part of the plan to reduce the nation’s high out-of-school
suspension rates, particularly for students without disabilities who were being suspended for
non-violent problem behaviors (Duncan, 2014).
In fact, the U.S. Department of Education (2014b) encouraged schools to collaborate with
community stakeholders to provide “social emotional learning programs that address noncognitive skills, including problem-solving, responsibility and resiliency [to] help students
develop skills needed to fully engage and thrive in the learning environment” (p. 2). The list of
suggested stakeholders included “local mental health, child welfare, law enforcement and
juvenile justice agencies” (p. 8) recognized for using research-based practices to support their
work with youth (Duncan, 2014). Supports for struggling students have been provided by
African American church-school partnerships, but very little research was published about their
work (Jordan & Wilson, 2017). At the time of this study, there was no in-depth research on the
types of social and emotional support available in these partnerships. The paucity of research
limited the opportunities for identification and multiplication of social and emotional support
practices available through African American churches for students in urban schools.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experience of an African
American church-public school partnership to determine the types of social and emotional
support provided in the mentoring program. The subjects of the study were school leaders,
church leaders, and the mentors who worked directly with the students. The meanings and
essences of the mentoring program experience in African American church-school partnership
were found in the shared descriptions of participants’ roles and background. Evidence of the
types of social and emotional support provided for students was found in the grassroots strategies
of participants in the mentoring program.
Research Questions
The focus of this study was stated in a central question, as encouraged by Creswell
(2009): “What is the essence of the mentoring program in the African American church-public
school partnership, and what role does social and emotional support play in it?”
The guiding research questions were informed by qualitative research methods
(Creswell, 2013). The two guiding research questions were:
RQ 1. What types of social and emotional support for students emerged from the
mentoring program experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors?
RQ 2. How have the personal experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors
influenced their work in the church-school partnership?
Significance of the Study
The gap in research on African American church-public school partnerships led to a gap
in practice in schools, which resulted in a gap in opportunity for struggling African American
students, especially those with non-violent problem behaviors in need of additional support. The
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current study added new knowledge to educational leadership research regarding the provision of
social and emotional support in the mentoring program of an African American church-public
school partnership. The research provided an in-depth look at the adults’ approaches to their
roles, collaboration and implementation, and the five types of social and emotional support that
emerged in the mentoring program. Given the nationwide need for social and emotional support
for urban public school students, this study provided relevant information for district and school
administrators interested in partnering with local churches.
Rationale
School discipline data on struggling African American students was well documented
(Losen, Hodson, Keith II, et al., 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2014a; U.S. Department of
Education, 2016), but the work of African American church-school partnerships in urban
communities was not (Green-Powell et al., 2011; Jordan & Wilson, 2017). Historically, the role
of the Black Church in the advancement of its community has been socially lauded, but there
was a paucity of educational leadership research that explored public school partnerships with
African American churches. The African American church-public school partnership in this
study was chosen to understand the mentoring program experience from the adults’ perspectives
and to explore the types of social and emotional support provided for students in mentoring
program. The findings in both areas provided evidence of new avenues for social and emotional
support for struggling students and implications for building relationships between schools and
churches for the benefit of students.
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Definition of Terms
•

Faith-based partnership—The umbrella term recognized by the federal government as a
collaboration between a religious institution or religious non-profit organization and a
nonprofit public organization to make resources or services available to the general
public (White House, 2008).

•

Church-School Partnership—The collaboration between a school and a religious
institution including church, synagogue or mosque to make resources or services
available to students; may include formal and informal partnerships (Research for Action,
2008).

•

The Black Church—“Sociological and theological shorthand reference to the pluralism of
Black Christian churches in the United States” (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990, p. 1);
characterized by African American leadership and predominantly African American
congregations. May also be referred to as African American churches.

Assumptions and Limitations
Four assumptions were made for this study:
•

The researcher determined that adult representation from three groups in the churchschool partnerships was needed to authentically capture the mentoring program
phenomenon in this study.

•

Sound knowledge of the mentoring program required the purest accounts possible
through further probing during interviews and repeated readings of each transcript during
steps of analysis.

21

•

The researcher assumed that some level of social and emotional support was a feature of
the mentoring program through administrative planning or in weekly relations with
students, given the nature of mentoring and the service-orientated outreach of the church.

•

Since there were no studies on the specific types of social and emotional support in the
mentoring program of African American church-school partnerships, qualitative research
was needed for exploring new ground.
Limitations were a natural part of the purposeful sampling due to the unique experience

of each participant and the phenomenological method of extracting the shared experiences of all
participants within their independent roles. While the partnership roles of church administrators,
school staff, and mentors carried basic descriptions, the needs specific to this partnership
included expectations not necessarily generalizable to other church-school partnerships studies.
However, the richness of the data facilitated a deep understanding of the mentoring program
experience of this African American church-public school partnership and how social and
emotional needs were addressed.
Nature of the Study
This study was a qualitative research design grounded in a postpositivism worldview,
transcendental phenomenological research design, and rigorous data collection and analysis
(Creswell, 2009). A postpositivism worldview was adopted, because the literature review led the
researcher to employ a framework of three social science theories to guide the direction of the
study. The qualitative inquiry of transcendental phenomenology was used to gather the
perspectives of 21 participants who described their administrative or mentoring roles in the
mentoring program and related personal background. Research methods included triangulation
of data from interviews of three groups of participants in addition to findings from the church’s
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mentoring program documents. Finally, the seven steps of the modified Van Kaam method
(Moustakas, 1994) were followed to analyze verbatim transcripts and to reduce the data to
significant meanings and essences that emerged from individual and collective experiences.
Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter Two is a review of the literature that included the broad foundation of the African
American church-school partnership, its contribution to the public sector, and a new avenue for
exploration. A multidisciplinary theoretical framework was provided as a context for this study.
In Chapter Three, the philosophical assumptions and phenomenological research methods of the
study are discussed.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
This literature review revealed the Christian church’s evolving role in student education,
a new forefront of social and emotional learning, and related theories that frame this research. In
particular, the church’s mission of service coupled with its general advocacy for education were
continual threads in the realm of school-community partnerships. Studies of church-school
partnerships revealed past and current influences of the Black Church on the holistic education of
African Americans and led to a new inquiry related to social and emotional learning. A
culminating theoretical framework reflected the multidisciplinary nature of the studies compiled.
The Church as Education Advocates
Research on church contributions to the educational career of students revealed similar
benefits across races, ethnicities, and nations (Fan, 2008; Holland, 2017; Park, 2012; Williams &
Bryan, 2013). Studies of Korean American students in a Korean protestant church (Park, 2012),
parents in a church in Hong Kong (Fan, 2008), and African American university students from
impoverished communities (Holland, 2016, 2017) showed the social capital obtained through
relationships in church membership. The studies found that church attendance resulted in
students’ exposure to resources that—among other benefits—contributed to college attainment
(Holland, 2016; Park, 2012; Williams & Bryan, 2013). These resources and experiences were
provided by individual members as well as through church activities.
Church attendance by adolescents has also been linked to positive academic outcomes
(Barrett, 2010a; Glanville, Sikkink, & Hernandez, 2009; Jeynes, 2009). The correlation between
positive outcomes and youth religious involvement progressed from a general consensus about
the relationship as noted by Jeynes (2009) to the identification of key factors within religious
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involvement that nurture a range of positive educational outcomes for youth (Barrett, 2010a).
For example, Glanville, Sikkink, and Hernandez (2009) investigated why and how church
participation influenced adolescent academic achievement. They hypothesized that the social
capital and extracurricular activities experienced at the church might positively influence
students’ relationship choices and activities in school. The variables examined were students’
intergenerational closure (as a result of relationship building with adult church members); their
friendships with school peers with progressive academic goals (as a result of forming positive
friendships with church peers); and participation in extracurricular school activities (as a result of
experienced norms in church extracurricular activities) (p. 107). The study found that
adolescents who attended church regularly were exposed to these socially beneficial
relationships in goal-oriented activities from which positive educational outcomes emerged
through increased grade point average, school attachment, and reduced dropout rates.
Church-School Partnerships
The practicality of the church as a partner with public schools can be traced to its
ascribed moral foundation for social order (Walker & Reimer, 2006, p. 205). The golden rule to
treat others the way one wishes to be treated has been taught in schools through the ages and
came from the biblical command in the Old and New Testaments to “love thy neighbor as
thyself” (Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 20:39, King James Version). Likewise, social and emotional
learning competencies for self-management and relationship skills (CASEL, 2017) mirror many
elements of the religious ethics (Walker et al., 2006). In fact, religious connections to moral
education were found in the establishment of public education in the United States (DeVore &
Logsdon, 1991).
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Jeynes (2009), a renowned scholar in religion, education, and academic success, wrote
about the Bible’s role as the basis for moral education in both public schools and Christian
schools. Mandatory prayer and Bible scripture recitation were conducted in New Orleans public
schools from 1843 to 1851 under its first superintendent, John A. Shaw, a native of
Massachusetts (DeVore & Logsdon, 1991). Documenting Shaw as the highly effective
administrator of the first public school system in Louisiana, the authors noted that his biggest
battle was upholding religious practices in the schools. When challenged by politicians, Shaw
“insisted that moral growth could never take place without the daily recitations of prayer and
holy scriptures” (as cited in DeVore & Logsdon, 1991, p. 31). Shaw’s convictions reflected the
concern for character education shared by his colleague in Massachusetts, Horace Mann, whose
leadership in the common school movement incorporated the moral perspectives of
Protestantism from 1830 to 1860 (Gutek, 2005). Both leaders faced growing tensions over
Protestant practices in an increasingly diverse religious population in the public schools (DeVore
& Logsdon, 1991, p. 31; Gutek, 2005, p. 216).
Jeynes (2009) noted a significant turning point in U.S. public education over a century
later, which involved three Supreme Court decisions from 1962 to 1963 that rendered Bible
instruction and prayer illegal in the public schools. As a result, the relationship between religion
and public education significantly changed, but churches and schools still share in the mission of
service. Current U.S. church-public school partnerships carry out this mission under the
protection, as well as the limitations, of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. The
general purpose of church-school partnerships is to support student achievement through
cooperative efforts of schools and religious institutions (Holland, 2016; RFA, 2008). However,
religious involvement has repelled some public school educators, primarily in response to the
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dictates of separation of church and state (Magaldi-Dopman & Park-Taylor, 2014). Much
attention is given to equally protecting the rights of the nonreligious as well as those with diverse
religious backgrounds (Owens, 2014).
Church-school partnerships are subject to the boundaries of two clauses in the First
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution as noted by Owens (2014): “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” (p. 129). The
Establishment Clause in this phrase prevents the government from giving special favor to a
particular religion and not to others, while the Free Exercise Clause protects the right of
individuals to exercise religious expression if they so choose (p. 129). In public education,
school representatives are not allowed to proselytize, teach religion, or lead prayers during
school hours, but students may engage in personal religious practices during school time within
the confines of school communication rules (U.S. Department of Education, 2003, Overview of
Governing Constitutional Principles section, para 4).
The small number of research studies found on church-school partnerships was a
contributing factor to the seemingly limited awareness of the national presence of these
collaborations. Indeed, church-school partnerships existed all over the country, and recent
studies noted no problems of compliance from school principals (Connelly, 2012; Research for
Action, 2008). In fact, the value of church-school partnerships was evident in the manner in
which state departments and districts comply with the religion clauses of the First Amendment.
For instance, a range of religious logos were found on district webpages that showed a diversity
of faith-based partnerships. Other school districts proactively disseminated information on their
websites detailing school needs and the federally compliant guidelines to help faith-based
organizations take informed action. Search words such as “church partnership” or “faith-based
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partnerships” led to these fact sheets and links to articles on partnerships with churches and local
schools.
A pattern found in studies of church-school partnerships was the effort to improve the
educational experience of students in need (Connelly, 2012; Jordan & Wilson, 2017; Purdy &
Meneely, 2015). The educational and pastoral needs of poor, urban Protestant school children
were targeted in a successful collaboration between one Protestant church and a public school in
Belfast, North Ireland (Purdy & Meneely, 2015). This church fostered communication with
parents to facilitate support for students at home, like some U.S. church-school partnerships
(Jordan & Wilson, 2017). The following studies gave a greater sense of the current niche of
church-school partnerships in public education.
Extant studies showed church-school partnership roles in which schools provided the
opportunity for students, and churches were the benefactors according to need (Connelly, 2012;
Jordan & Wilson, 2017; Research for Action (RFA), 2008). Tutoring was a commonly requested
service (Jordan & Wilson, 2017; Purdy & Meneely, 2015), while provisions often included
school supplies or use of church property for school events (Jordan & Wilson, 2017). Student
mentoring by church outreach volunteers was the service in Connelly’s (2012) mixed methods
dissertation on the impact of weekly counseling sessions on attendance, grades, and problem
behaviors. Connelly’s statistical results showed no significant differences between the mentoring
program participants and the control group; however, the school leaders, church leader, teachers,
and mentors witnessed changes in student attitudes and behavior toward school.
Expectations for similar outcomes were stated in the evaluation of 153 faith-based
partnerships in Philadelphia District Schools (RFA, 2008):
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A common set of attitudinal and socio-emotional outcomes may be reasonably expected
from many of the student-centered services. These outcomes include student engagement
in school, as well as students’ sense of belonging and/or safety in school and self-esteem.
Changes in these attitudes would suggest that the faith partnership is helping to create
more favorable conditions for learning. (p. 65)
Years later, those favorable conditions, currently known as positive school climate, served as a
motivating factor for federal guidance that urged new partnerships with community stakeholders
to provide social and emotional learning programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b, p. 5).
The adults involved in church-school partnerships played critical roles. Philadelphia
School District leaders mandated all schools to partner with a faith-based institution for
resources, in addition to any engagements with other community partners. In 2004, the Chief
Executive Officer continued this mission so that the schools might draw support from some of
the “most stable fixtures in communities” (RFA, 2008, p. 1)—a notion also supported by Hale
(2010) regarding African American church involvement in the education of Black students. The
RFA study found that principals with active partnerships felt positive about long-term
collaboration. Challenges shared by other principals led to requests for fundamental structures,
including shared vision and start-up assistance from the school district (p. 51). In Connelly’s
(2012) study, students’ attitude improvements were deemed to be the result of the weekly
sessions with mentors. The documented actions and beliefs of the participating adults in each
study suggested that a level of personal conviction influenced their roles in the church-school
partnerships.
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Faith-based Partnerships
In 2001, President George W. Bush established the White House Office of Faith-Based
and Community Initiatives to offer financial assistance and resources to religious institutions or
other nonprofit organizations interested in providing social services to the public. The initiative
(White House, 2008) was executed through satellite offices in federal agencies that serviced
human needs. The U.S. Department of Education was one of the first seven federal agencies to
house a satellite office to service education outcomes to the public. The federal initiative
continued with added imprints of succeeding U.S. presidents. Under President Obama, the
Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships (White House, n.d.) gained satellite
offices in six additional federal agencies and established an interfaith Advisory Council to make
recommendations to the White House Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships.
Most recently, President Trump’s administration renamed the federal initiative, the Center for
Faith and Opportunities Initiative. The goals of the Center continue to provide information to
faith-based and other non-profit organizations that supports partnerships with public schools to
support students (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).
The federal government’s collaboration with faith-based organizations modeled the
standard for legally sanctioned public funding available to religious institutions and other
nonprofit organizations for the provision of social services to the public. While some religious
institutions have opposed federal funding due to stipulations that conflicted with core values,
support is available across the spectrum of federal agencies to address a broad range of needs in
local communities. Whether or not federal funding is pursued, the faith-based partnership is a
legally recognized avenue for religious institutions to partner with government agencies to
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provide critical services to citizens in need. This study focused on faith-based partnerships
between churches and schools that supported students in need.
School-Community Partnerships
Recent qualitative studies of school-community partnerships found effectiveness among
those involving shared leadership between the school and the stakeholder (Green, 2015;
Kaplowitz, 2015; Sanders, 2014). Interviews, observations, and document analyses provided
both a broad view as well as the intricacies of give and take among partners. Findings from all
studies showed that the goals in these partnerships were mutually beneficial to the core purposes
of both parties. Moreover, the studies showed evidence of consistent support and clear plans to
accomplish the mission.
In a phenomenological case study of a suburban and an urban school, Sanders (2014)
studied principal leadership during implementation of the systems approach to school, family,
and community partnerships. Sanders analyzed principals’ responses to external school reform
strategies that were introduced by the National Network of Partnership Schools. Findings from
focus groups, interviews, school and district observations, and document collection showed how
the districts obtained cooperation from principals who responded to consistent support from the
district and from those with school improvement goals for building positive school climates (p.
247). Engagement in shared leadership between school leaders and community stakeholders for
a common purpose is explored further in the next study.
Green (2015) conducted a qualitative study on leadership in urban school reform through
development of the greater community. Two high schools were chosen in urban communities of
color wherein school progress was directly linked with the prosperity of the community. Green
found four commonalities among the principals: they each developed a vision for school reform
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that was tied to the school’s investment in the community; provided the school site as a regular
resource for community purposes; embraced community causes at the school site; and changed
school culture by orienting staff language, expectations, and visual messages toward college
attainment (p. 679). Green used the results to champion interdependent actions for principals
and leaders of community agencies.
Interdependence was the platform for Kaplowitz’s (2015) study, which proposed that the
social and cultural capital gained by students of parochial schools through partnership with local
religious institutions would exceed that of the standard religious education provided by their
schools. The comparative analysis was conducted of a Jewish Day School and a Catholic High
School in the same neighborhood, each directly affiliated with a compatible religious institution.
These religious schools aligned with the partnering synagogue or church’s religious goals for
students and the greater religious community. The shared leadership resulted in met goals for
both parties; the students developed individualized religious growth through goal-oriented
activities that were supported by relationships with members of the religious community. The
religious mentors supported the students’ personal religious endeavors that incorporated
principles, values, and actions supporting the mission of the church.
Green (2015), Kaplowitz (2015), and Sanders (2014) provided evidence for the benefits
of shared leadership between schools and their partnering stakeholders. Such collaboration
involved alignment by both parties with a shared vision to benefit the students through
complementary goals and strategies. The use of qualitative research methods to explore the
partnering roles and actions that supported shared leadership was also used in the current study
between one African American church and its partnering public schools.
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In-House Capital: What the Black Church Does for Young Congregants
Contributions on multiple levels are exemplified in the historic role of the Black Church
in African American communities (Marsh, Chaney, & Jones, 2012; Mitchell, 2010). Dating back
to Reconstruction and the Civil Rights era, Black Church attendance provided communal access
to spiritual, social, emotional, educational, health, civic, and economical support amidst societal
oppression and marginalization (Brown & Gary, 1991; McCray, Grant, & Beachum, 2010). This
generational interweaving of spirituality with practicality through the Black church has promoted
distinct cultural responses, as noted by Taylor and Chatters (2010), who found that Blacks
overwhelmingly expressed that they turned to their religion during hard times.
The incorporation of, and professed need for, religion and spirituality in daily life among
Blacks has been documented (Pew Forum, 2014, 2018; Taylor & Chatters, 2010). Results from a
nationally representative sample of African Americans, Caribbean Blacks, and non-Hispanic
Whites in 6,082 face-to-face interviews indicated that religion and spirituality were more
important to Blacks than Whites, regardless of ethnicity (Taylor & Chatters, 2010). This high
rating among Blacks is consistent with two surveys by the Pew Research Center (2014, 2018).
The first Pew Forum report (2014) measured attendance at U.S. religious services by
race/ethnicity and found 47% of Black Christian adults attended religious services at least once
per week, followed by Hispanic (39%), White (34%), Mixed and other non-Hispanic (34%) and
Asian adults (26%). A second survey inquired about reasons for attendance and non-attendance
of religious services and found that 77% of Black Christians who attended religious services at
least monthly did so to provide their children with a moral foundation (Pew Forum, 2018). Such
conviction about the character development benefits warrants deeper exploration of the
experiences of youth in church activities.
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Several studies gave insight into the social and cultural influences of religious
involvement on the educational achievement of African American students (Barrett, 2010a,
2010b; Byfield, 2008; Erickson & Phillips, 2012; Toldson & Anderson, 2010). Byfield (2008)
interviewed 40 high achieving Black male students from universities in the United Kingdom and
United States who described their religious involvement as a personal and academic support
system. Barrett (2010a) interviewed high-achieving Black high school seniors living in
challenging urban neighborhoods, as well as their principals, teachers, parents, and local
educational activists to determine the functioning of students’ religious socialization that
cultivated academic success and counteracted negative environmental influences. In a related
study (Barrett, 2010b), a pastor of a 4,000-member urban Black Church in a highly segregated
city shared his administrative work in promoting and supporting positive educational outcomes
in student members. Erickson and Phillips (2012) reported a 50% increase in the likelihood of
Black Protestants graduating from high school, based on national longitudinal data used to
determine whether religiosity and religious mentors affected students’ educational attainment.
Using survey data from a national sample of 6,795 Black, White and Hispanic adolescents,
Toldson and Anderson (2010) studied correlations between African American students’ level of
religious convictions and activities (e.g., frequency of church attendance) and academic support
factors (e.g., grades, parental support, self-concept) (p. 206). Similar to Byfield’s (2008)
analysis, the Black church in each of these studies influenced student academics and social
development through religious beliefs and religious community.
The first category, religious beliefs, was foundational for religiously involved Black
youth with high academic achievement (Byfield, 2008). Beliefs manifested in an expressed trust
in God through prayer (Byfield, 2008; Erickson & Phillips, 2012) and adoption of the values and
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morals inculcated in their houses of worship (Barrett, 2010b; Byfield, 2008). Religious youth
were taught applicable principles from the Bible and exposed to biblical exercises in critical
thinking and conceptual understanding that are also needed for academic achievement (Barrett,
2010b; Byfield, 2008) and resilience (Barrett, 2010a). In a study of the correlation between
frequency of religious participation and school success among African American adolescents,
Toldson and Anderson (2010) found that students with less religious participation had a higher
number of discipline referrals than students who frequently participated in religious activities
(p. 211).
In the second category, the influence of religious communities was largely found in the
social capital of African American congregations that undergirded the educational careers of their
actively involved student members (Barrett, 2010a, 2010b; Byfield, 2008). In Byfield’s (2008)
exploration, a “pro-education church culture” (p. 194) of the Black majority churches surfaced in
students’ accounts of having academic role models in the church, organized academic support at
the church, expectations and acknowledgement of achievement by the church, and reprimand
from church members. Weekly participation in religious activities and lengthy church services
served as exercises in discipline which further developed social skills, stamina, and subjection to
governing expectations (Byfield, 2008), all of which align with school academic and behavioral
expectations. Barrett (2010a) showed how relationships and experiences in church made direct
and indirect impacts on urban students’ academic growth. Despite contradicting circumstances
in the home or neighborhood, the capital gained by religiously involved youth empowered them
to make positive goals and decisions, while circumventing destructive choices. From another
perspective, Barrett (2010b) presented findings of leadership in one Black Church that facilitated
advocacy, positive relationships, and edifying environments to influence mindsets and create
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opportunities for positive educational outcomes—particularly of urban African American
students.
Even with the accomplishments of religiously involved African American students,
Toldson and Anderson (2010) found a need for improvement by African American churches.
Similar to the beliefs and practices of Black adults in recent studies (Pew Forum, 2016, 2018;
Taylor & Chatters, 2010), Toldson and Anderson (2010) found that African American youth
collectively identified with more religious participation and conviction than their White and
Hispanic peers. However, the African American students in their study also “lagged behind
White students in key indicators of academic success, including grades, parent involvement in
education, and disciplinary referrals” (p. 211). Based on the study results in which all of the
Hispanic, White, and Black students benefited academically from religious involvement, the
authors suggested Black churches in the community were “not fully using the potential of their
social capital to improve academic outcomes” (pp. 211-212). The authors used these results to
charge African American churches to commit their spiritual, social, cultural, and economic
resources to embarking on new endeavors to increase the achievement of their youth.
In-School Capital: The Black Church in Schools
The charge by Toldson and Anderson (2010) for African American churches to lead the
effort for improving the achievement of African American students hearkened back to the
historic centrality and urgency of the Black Church in African American community life as
recounted by Hale (2010), Hodges, Rowland, and Isaac-Savage (2016), and Lincoln and Mamiya
(1990). In her book reflecting that centrality, Hale (2010) proposed a model of school reform
that involved church leaders and volunteers, school administrators, teachers, liaisons, and parents
organizing practices to meet the educational needs from a cultural vantage point. The objective
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was for the Black Church to be involved in the secular education of young members and all other
children at the local school. While current research has not shown church-public school
partnerships exhibiting this degree of shared leadership, empirical research on leadership in these
partnerships is needed.
By 1900, national associations of the Black Church (e.g., African Methodist Episcopal
(AME), Baptist, AME Zion) were founding partners of schools for Black students; some
provided solutions where Blacks were denied access to elementary education, and others went on
to establish high schools and colleges thereafter (Jones, as cited in Green-Powell et al., 2011).
Green-Powell, Hilton, and Joseph (2011) then identified the past two decades of federally funded
programs, support, and materials provided for students through public schools’ collaboration
with the contemporary Black Church. Without more scholarly publications, however, African
American churches may “remain an under-tapped and under-researched community resource for
student learning and educational improvement” (Jordan & Wilson, 2017, p. 96).
Jordan and Wilson (2017) studied Black majority churches who made educational
opportunities available to youth in the community. They explored the educational activities of
two churches who assisted their own young members and also engaged in programs to improve
the educational experience of students outside of the congregation. Educational activities and
familial style relationships were provided at the churches to motivate their young members and
public school students through acknowledgement, encouragement, assistance, and challenges to
meet high standards.
From interviews and focus groups with church leaders, parents, and students, the
researchers learned that the partnership activities of the two African American churches largely
stemmed from their concerns about inequity of academic opportunities for the students they
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worked with, citing the indifference or low expectations of many educators (p. 153). Their
perspectives aligned with key guidelines in the resource package created by the U.S. Department
of Education (2014c), which specified training for administrators and staff to develop fair
discipline policies and positive school climates for the wellbeing of students (p. 5). One
approach to reducing negative affects was the anti-suspension program of one church in
collaboration with the school district, wherein the church mentored suspended students at the
church site and assisted with completion of assignments during suspension (p. 107).
Jordan and Wilson (2017) conducted their study of church-school partnerships with an
interest in changing school policies and practices that exacerbated the ongoing achievement gap
and marginalized school experiences for Black students. The authors noted the opportunity for
the Black Church to lead the movement in transforming the public education experience for
Black students through strategic church-school partnerships. They advocated for increased
church activism in schools primarily in the way of non-religious support, including political
involvement on behalf of students’ educational needs.
Social and Emotional Learning
In a nationwide initiative to reduce suspensions and increase positive school climates, the
U.S. Department of Education (2014b) promoted social and emotional learning programs for all
students. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) provided a
description of the basis for such programs:
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which children and adults
acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand
and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others,
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establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. (CASEL,
2018, first paragraph)
CASEL’s (2018) definition of SEL and its competencies are among many others in the study of
social and emotional development; in fact, there are multiple definitions and frameworks, which
is a source of contention and deterrence to standardization and assessment (Jones, et al., 2017;
McKown, 2017). Yet, decades of research by CASEL on evidence-based SEL programs and
their advocacy for federal and state educational policy gained the attention of scholars,
educational leaders, and practitioners (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017; Eklund,
Kilpatrick, Kilgus, & Haider, 2018; Oberle, Domitrovich, Meyers, & Weissberg, 2016).
CASEL (2017), an advocacy organization grounded in social and emotional development
research, organized SEL into a framework of five core competencies: self-awareness, selfmanagement, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Each
competency consists of specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes. In the following paragraphs,
the CASEL (2017) competencies are briefly described in a teaching context with examples of
assessment from the Teacher-Child Rating Scale 2.1 (T-CRS 2.1), a non-cognitive measurement
tool for screening social emotional competence and problem behaviors (Weber, Lotyczewski,
Montes, Hightower, & Allan, 2016).
Self-awareness and self-management are the SEL competencies that pertain to developing
knowledge of self to govern one’s actions for productive engagement in school (CASEL, 2017).
Types of SEL activities for these domains may include learning how to assess an issue,
identifying one’s feelings about it, and choosing appropriate responses (Lawson, McKenzie,
Becker, Selby, & Hoover, 2018). Teachers using T-CRS 2.1 (Weber, et al., 2016) would assess
self-awareness by rating child assertiveness, while self-management would be assessed by rating
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behavior control (p. 337). Self-awareness and management serve as building blocks for
developing interpersonal skills in school, such as understanding how compliance with class rules
results in good behavior reports from the teacher.
The competencies of social awareness and relationship skills refer to interpersonal skills
and pertain to developing successful relations with others (CASEL, 2017). A combined example
might involve learning about a peer’s physical impairment and volunteering to assist the student
during lunch in the cafeteria. Support for both competencies can include lessons about
friendship and teamwork activities (Lawson, et al., 2018). The T-CRS 2.1 (Weber, et al., 2016)
measures social awareness and relationship skills by rating peer social skills (p. 337). Peer social
skills, like making friends and offering help, impact the well-being of self as well as others.
Responsible decision-making, the last competency, employs knowledge and regulation of
self coupled with relationship experiences to make accountable decisions that impact self and
others. Some examples are identifying and solving problems (CASEL, 2017). Support in this
area may include earned recognition and leadership (e.g., honor roll, peer mediator) for students
who exhibit consistent academic progress or compliance with schoolwide behavioral
expectations. The T-CRS 2.1 (Weber, et al., 2016) measures responsible decision-making by
rating task orientation and the afore mentioned assessment domains of behavior control,
assertiveness, and peer social skills (p. 337).
Since 1994, CASEL has pushed for the incorporation of this SEL framework into
academic instruction for students in pre-K through high school, based on related theoretical
underpinnings (Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, & Gullotta, 2015). Emotional intelligence and
developmental theories involving cognition provided the initial justification for adding SEL to
the academic curriculum (Weissberg at al., 2015). As SEL practices and policies expanded from
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schoolwide programs to family and community endeavors (Oberle, et al., 2016), additional
theories were added to explain phenomena, guide improvements, and classify programs
(Brackett, Elbertson, & Rivers, 2015; Garbacz, Swanger-Gagne, & Sheridan, 2015; Garner,
Mahatmya, Brown, & Vesely, 2014).
The CASEL core competency framework has increasingly become the source for social
emotional program initiatives (Eklund, et al., 2018; Lawson, et al., 2018; Low, Smolkowski, &
Cook, 2016). A systematic review was conducted of the number of states with SEL standards
aligned with the CASEL core competencies (Eklund, et al., 2018). SEL standards existed for
PreK in every state (p. 323). While 11 states adopted SEL standards applicable to all subjects in
K-12, there was a higher prevalence of SEL standards embedded in health, physical education,
and counseling services in these grades (p. 323). Most states addressed four out of five CASEL
core competencies in PreK-12 (pp. 321-320). Similar findings came out of an evaluation of 14
evidence-based SEL elementary programs to identify the most frequent components; the results
addressed four CASEL core competencies (Lawson, et al., 2018).
Though educators have espoused the CASEL standards and approved programs, their
choices and even modifications of programs have been largely based on school and teacher needs
(Lawson, et al., 2018). Low, Smolkowski, & Cook (2016) spotlighted Second Step ®, a
CASEL-approved program implemented by teachers that fostered effective outcomes. They
found that instructors who frequently veered away from the script still had better outcomes than
instructors who followed the program with low engagement. Slaten, Decoteau, Tate, and Rivera
(2015) studied the experiences of staff members in innovative SEL programming at one urban
alternative high school for academically at-risk students. Results led to recommendations for
other schools with similar populations to approach SEL with intentionality about cultural
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relevance (Slaten, et al., p. 53). Similar counsel was given to programmers for elementary level
SEL (Garner, et al., 2014) regarding sociocultural adaptations to increase program effectiveness
for students of color. In summary, SEL programming was flexible for adaptation.
Theoretical Framework
This theoretical framework provided a multi-faceted explanation for the phenomenon of
one African American Church-school partnership, as experienced by the adults who shared
leadership or worked with students. The framework was based on the philosophical assumptions
of the researcher and commonalities found in the review of literature.
Social Capital Theory. Bourdieu (1986), defined social capital as “the actual or
potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition…which provides each of
its members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital” (p. 21). Church congregations
provided various forms of social capital when they made resources available to schools to
enhance the educational experience for students (Jordan & Wilson, 2017; Kaplowitz, 2015;
Purdy & Meneely, 2015). Likewise, a school’s resources included its students—who provided
valuable opportunities for churches to provide support. Both parties benefitted, because tangible
and intangible resources were exchanged for the good of students. Bourdieu (1986) pointed out
that such exchanges involved time, energy, and money (pp. 21-20). Churches look to their
congregations for volunteering and financial giving, as external funding is not always desired or
guaranteed.
Social capital proved to be a common theory base in the literature review regarding the
general role of churches as advocates of academic achievement and attainment (Fan, 2008;
Glanville, et al., 2009; Holland, 2016). African American churches’ in-house support for
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education manifested in organizational traditions of teaching, modeling (Barrett, 2010a; Byfield,
2008), training, financial support, awards, recognition (Barrett, 2010b), mentoring (Erickson &
Phillips, 2012), socializing, multi-generational relationships, friendships, and networking
available to student members by way of the church (Glanville, et al., 2009). Trends among
studies showed that churches sought out partnerships with public schools that needed support
(Purdy & Meneely, 2015), often in their own communities (Jordan & Wilson, 2017).
Ecological Systems Theory. Bronfenbrenner (1979) introduced the Ecological Systems
Theory, which brought attention to influence of environment on child development. In this
educational research, the ecology, or environment, is the life setting, or context, in which a
student develops to maturity. Bronfenbrenner demarcated a system of five environmental levels
of influence in a child’s life. The microsystem consists of relationships between the student and
those in his or her immediate surroundings, including parents, teachers, friends, and church
members. The mesosystem consists of networking relationships between two or more of the
students’ microsystem settings such school-home communication. The exosystem level is
comprised of broader settings of people and activities wherein decisions and actions indirectly
impact a child’s welfare (Bronfenbrenner, 1986); these may include parents’ employers, school
board members, and businesses partnering with the student’s school. The final two levels are the
macrosystem (e.g., economic environment) and chronosystem, which acknowledge how these
network relationships evolve and shift over time (Leonard, 2011).
Ecological systems theory was formed from developmental psychology and has been
useful for understanding the experiences and people that impact the lives of youth directly and
indirectly. Williams and Bryan (2013) used this theory to frame a qualitative study on high
achieving African American high school students from disadvantaged backgrounds who shared
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personal experiences that contributed to their success. Half of the students identified their
churches as providers of academic support and activities. Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) theory
allowed for an in-depth understanding of the entities and levels of influence that helped the
students overcome adversity.
Ecological systems theory is also embraced in education literature, as shared in the
following two accounts. In consideration of cultural reform and its relationship base, Leonard
(2011) used Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological systems theory to study school-community
partnerships in school reform. As a result, Leonard’s (2011) study of school-community
partnerships shifted from a focus on school development to outcomes of student development.
Leonard (2011) studied the evolving partnership of one private industrial organization with an
urban high school. The company initially engaged at the exosystem level by earmarking future
jobs for students who met qualifications. However, students’ insufficient skill sets later
prompted the organization to intervene at the microsystem level by deploying its employees into
the high school as career specialists to train students (p. 995). Success was found at the
microsystem level of partnership in this urban school. In a second example, Bronfenbrenner’s
(1986) incorporation of multiple environmental settings in human development was used to
increase support for SEL programs at the district, state and federal levels in public education
(Oberle et al, 2015; Weissberg et al., 2015).
Five-Dimensional Framework of Religious Commitment. Glock (1962) introduced
five dimensions of religious commitment “for studying religion and assessing religiosity” (p. 99).
The five distinctions are common to world religions with respect to the processes of, and
commitment to, religion: (a) idealistic dimension; (b) ritualistic dimension; (c) intellectual
dimension; (d) experiential dimension; and (e) consequential dimension (p. 99). In Glock and
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Stark (1968), the idealistic dimension refers to beliefs that are expected to be upheld by members
(p.14). Ritualistic dimension includes rituals and practices required as an outward sign of faith,
such as tithing or fasting (p. 15). In Glock’s (1962) intellectual dimension, the religious
individual is knowledgeable about, and subscribes to, foundational doctrine and sacred scriptures
in the faith (p. 99). In Glock and Stark (1968), the experiential dimension depicts emotions that
arise in supernatural experiences related to religious belief and worship (p. 125). Lastly, the
consequential element is identified as a culminating effect of the previous four dimensions in the
life of the religiously committed person that manifests in distinctively moral actions and attitudes
in secular society (Glock, 1962).
Glock’s (1962) goal was to conduct more investigations of “the sources and the
consequences of individual religiosity both for individuals and for societies” (p. 98). Because
the consequential dimension is a culmination of the other four dimensions in the life of a person
of faith, Glock contended that it could not be studied separately (p. 99). He noted how a prior
focus on one or two domains resulted in misaligned results among studies (p. 100) and proposed
that each dimension should be studied for its contributions to an interrelated outcome of the
religious commitment of individuals.
Faulkner and de Jong (1966) later developed Guttman scales for each dimension and
found that Glock (1962) was correct in his assertion of the interdependence of the five domains.
Faulkner and de Jong (1966) also found that the degree of relationships varied (p. 252). For
example, in Faulkner and De Jong’s (1966) study, participants with the highest correlation of
ideological (belief) dimension also had the lowest correlation for consequential dimension,
which included religiously based political decisions and attitudes toward pre-marital sex for
church members (p. 254).

45

Regarding consequential actions and attitudes, Glock (1962) argued that, “an act can be a
religious effect only if it flows from religiosity” (p.107) and that the act could only be identified
in relation to the other domains in the religious person’s life.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
Philosophy and Justification
The researcher’s philosophical assumptions developed out of the general contexts of
personal journey and environment and are rooted in her background of religious involvement and
educational training. Life-long religious involvement—predominantly in African American
churches—has involved receiving and giving support for spiritual development, as well as social,
emotional, and cognitive development. Experiences as a public school teacher and administrator
often involved working with general education students whose struggles demonstrated a
heightened need for social and emotional support—not always academic support. Upon hearing
a public address in 2014 by the U.S. Secretary of Education, who drew attention to K-12 public
schools’ needs for social and emotional support programs from community stakeholders, the
researcher found an intersecting point for her background and research interests.
The researcher’s philosophical assumptions are discussed according to demarcations of
ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodology (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
•

An ontological assumption was made as the researcher determined that adults from three
groups in the church-school partnerships were needed to authentically capture the
mentoring program phenomenon in this study.

•

The researcher’s epistemological assumption was that comprehensive knowledge of the
mentoring program experience required the purest accounts possible through further
probing during interviews and repeated readings of each transcript during steps of
analysis.

•

The value of the church-school partnership to the researcher was apparent in an
axiological assumption that social and emotional support was provided in the mentoring
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program through administrative planning or in weekly relations with students, due to the
nature of mentoring and the service-orientated outreach of the church.
•

Lastly, a methodological assumption was made that qualitative research was necessary,
since research on African American church-school partnerships was limited.

These four philosophical assumptions, in conjunction with the literature review, were used to
construct a theoretical framework for the current exploration.
Theoretical Framework
As delineated in Chapter Two, the theoretical framework consisted of three theories:
Bourdieu’s social capital theory (1986), Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), and
Glock’s five-dimensional framework for religious commitment (1962). These theories addressed
concepts of relationships and resources, which were the key elements found in the literature
review and in the researcher’s philosophical assumptions. The following review briefly revisited
the theories chosen for perspectives on relationships and resources.
Bourdieu (1986) developed the social capital theory. For the purposes of this study,
social capital is the accumulation of tangible and intangible resources by an organization that
“enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (p. 15) to a
person or group. In the literature review, social capital was evident in general church advocacy
for educational progress among its youth (Fan, 2008; Glanville, et. al, 2009; Holland, 2016) and
in educational support strategies used by African American churches for young congregants
(Barrett, 2010a, 2010b; Byfield, 2008; Erickson & Phillips, 2012) and community youth (Jordan
& Wilson, 2017). Church attendance or engagement in church-sponsored activities gave youth
immediate access to structured experiences and beneficial relationships with adults and peers.
The studies showed how this access provided opportunities for achievement in school.
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory introduced the influence
of environment on human development. Ecology, referred to as the environment, is the life
setting, or context, in which one develops to maturity. Bronfenbrenner introduced five levels of
influence in a child’s environment that occur simultaneously—three of which were addressed in
the current study. Students are influenced at the microsystem level through relationships with
individuals in their immediate environment (e.g., teacher); students are influenced at the
mesosystem level through collaboration between two individuals consistently in their immediate
environment (e.g., teacher and parent meeting), and students are influenced at the exosystem
level by individuals or organizations outside of their immediate environment (e.g., student
received free band instrument as a result of local business’ donation of matching funds to school
fundraising campaign for band instruments). Prior studies of church-school partnerships and
church investments in young members involved adult investment at multiple levels of influence.
Glock (1962) introduced five domains of religious commitment for the first framework of
its kind to conceptualize personal religious involvement and the resulting effects in society. The
five dimensions common to ancient religions are: ideological (belief and acceptance), ritualistic
(prayer, church attendance), intellectual (knowledgeable of doctrine and scripture), experiential
(supernatural experience with God), and consequential (resulting actions and attitudes of
religious adherents in daily life) (p. 99). The multiple dimensions of Glock’s theory were
identified in studies of relationships between religiously involved youth and educational
outcomes.
In summary, the theories of social capital (Bourdieu, 1986), ecological systems
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and religious commitment (Glock, 1962) offered a multi-faceted
explanation for the inputs, process, and outputs of the resources and relationships found in the
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prior literature.
Research Design Strategy
This study employed methods for transcendental phenomenological research to
understand the mentoring program as experienced by all participants in the study. First, the
researcher engaged in the signature Epoche process (Creswell, 2013) to increase fidelity in
analyzing and presenting participants’ experiences related to the research topic. The Epoche
process led the researcher to document personal experiences related to the research topic, and
then to mindfully disconnect from expectations in order to embrace the experiences described by
participants. It is worth noting that the researcher did not have personal experience working in
church-public school partnerships, and was therefore eager to investigate the phenomenon
through listening to the experiences of the research participants.
Transcendental phenomenology was built on philosophical perspectives established by
the father of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl (Moustakas, 1994), who introduced the concepts
of intentionality, called noema (the participant’s perceived experience) and noesis (an underlying
context referenced by the participant to explain how the experience came to be what it is) (pp.
29-32). Creating structural context requires the tool of imaginative variation (p. 121) to provide
“frames of reference” (p. 97) for the experiences that are derived through intuition based on the
researcher’s related experiences. Moustakas noted that any avenue was a possibility within the
“structures of time, space, bodily concerns, materiality, causality, relation to self, or relation to
others” (p. 99). The structural context for this study referenced the past experiences and
background of adults with key roles in the partnership.
Analysis of the transcendental phenomenological data required multiple readings of the
transcribed data for each participant and occurred at each level of phenomenological reduction to
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extract objective data from subjective data (Creswell, p. 78). First, equal value was assigned to
the broad range of relevant experiences of each participant, followed by systematic procedures of
data reduction that revealed significant meanings and essences (Moustakas, 1994) of the
mentoring program experience in the African American church-school partnership.
Informed by the review of literature and social, ecological, and religion theories, the
researcher grew curious about the adults who organized and mentored in the partnership.
Specific areas of interest were their roles and personal background that may have influenced
their commitment to such duties. Phenomenological research design provided the tools to bring
awareness to this unchartered territory. The phenomenological approach facilitated a clearer
picture of the partnership from the perspectives of church administrators, mentors, and public
school leaders and staff who orchestrated support for students through the investment of this
African American church.
Transcendental phenomenological research yielded rich data that can be used to inform
educational decisions for addressing the social and emotional needs of struggling students. The
dearth of research warranted an exploration of this kind to deeply understand the mentoring
program and the existing types of social and emotional support available in this church-school
partnership.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experience of an African
American church-public school partnership to determine the existing types of social and
emotional support provided in the mentoring program. The study participants were adults in the
church-school partnerships: school leaders, church leaders, and the mentors who worked directly
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with the students. The essences of the mentoring program experience emerged in the synthesis
of participants’ descriptions of their roles in the mentoring program and related background.
Research Questions
In addition to the purpose statement, the central question was, “What is the essence of the
mentoring program in the African American church-public school partnership, and what role
does social and emotional support play in it?” The two guiding research questions were:
RQ 1. What types of social and emotional support for students emerged from the
mentoring program experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors?
RQ 2. How have the personal experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors
influenced their work in the church-school partnership?
Instrumentation
This study engaged in methodological rigor through adherence to transcendental
phenomenological research methods and procedures to support validity and reliability according
to Creswell (2013) and Rudestam and Newton (2015).
The researcher was the instrument used to collect data in this qualitative study (Rudestam
& Newton, 2015), and so attention to quality of the interview questions was paramount. The
semi-structured interview questions were derived from the purpose statement, central question,
and guiding research questions. They were divided into textural and structural questions to
prompt detailed descriptions of the experience and the context of personal background of
participants. The questions are targeted to elicit insight on the unique roles of school leaders,
church leaders and mentors of this African American church-school partnership. The interview
questions are found in Appendix D and are discussed in the following paragraphs.
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The phenomenological research method does not have a specific interview process;
which has resulted in varied techniques (Bevin, 2014). Bevin proposed a phenomenological
interview process that asked structural questions in response to the participants’ answers to initial
textural questions during the interview, in lieu of interpreting connections later in the data
analysis phase. He argued that his interview techniques strengthened the study in several ways,
including consistency and dependability. This research study adopted Bevin’s (2014) approach
of asking both textural and structural questions during the interview phase, as opposed to
constructing the structural description solely based on intuition. Furthermore, both textural and
structural questions for the current study were constructed together based on the literature review
and the researcher’s experience in public schools and church work with youth. Referencing the
researcher’s experience to create the structural (context) questions before the interview entailed
early use of imaginative variation.
Using Moustakas’ (1994) protocol for phenomenological research, the two guiding
research questions and subsequent interview questions were divided into textural and structural
categories (p. 286). Textural questions elicited detailed descriptions of what the participants
experienced in their roles, while structural questions elicited how participants experienced their
roles based on influences from their personal experience or background. Structural questions
provided context (Creswell, 2013, p. 80) or vantage points (Moustakas, 1994, p. 180) to orient
the study and revealed any shared background of the adults whose collaboration helped sustain
the programs. The structural questions were designed to probe deeper about the roles of the
participants by inquiring about any relationship between their roles in the mentoring program
and the context of their background, or personal experiences. For the interview protocol, see
Appendix D.
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Four validity strategies were used in this study. Researcher bias was addressed through
Epoche methods to shed light on the researcher’s background in connection to this study. To
increase accuracy of the data in this research methodology, structural questions for context
development were asked directly to the participants in the interview, in lieu of forming structural
descriptions solely on the researcher’s intuition during the analysis phase (Bevin, 2014).
Secondly, a “rich, thick description” (Creswell, 2013, p. 252) was formed from the data elicited
in semi-structured interviews and field notes. Data triangulation (p. 251) resulted from
synthesizing the shared experiences of three different groups of participants (church leaders,
mentors, and school leaders) and coupled with a review of the church’s mentoring program
documents.
Field Test
A field test of the interview questions was administered to four respondents over two
days. Participants were told their feedback about the questions would be solicited following the
interview. On the first day, a leader in a faith-based organization for youth in public schools was
interviewed in person. The next interview was conducted by phone with a senior pastor whose
church had programs in place to support the local schools. The first two participants had
informal partnerships with schools, meaning the partnerships existed by verbal agreements.
On the second day, both participants were part of an after-school faith-based program. One was a
lead teacher and teacher-trainer, and the other was a volunteer teacher who led sessions for
children.
All four participants responded to each question. The questions that referred to personal
experience or background evoked stories of inspiration or faith. It was noted that the female
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participants spoke of personal experiences, which involved their initial faith stories. Both males
chose to talk about their background, which involved points in their careers.
Three of the four interviews each took slightly over an hour. The in-person interview
took longest. The interview sessions were inspiring and filled with thoughtful answers. The men
shared several anecdotal stories in response to some questions. The researcher felt privileged to
be privy to those sacred moments. Two of the four participants thanked the researcher for an
opportunity to reflect.
Feedback about the logistics or meaning of the questions centered on a question that
asked about “monitoring student progress.” All four participants expressed discomfort and
wanted clarity. While they understood the need for accountability, they commented similarly
that the question had connotations of standardized testing. Two suggested the question be
rephrased with the term “getting feedback.”
The field test proved valuable. Two questions were revised from a specific focus to a
broader focus. The distinction between informal and formal partnerships with schools
introduced a new perspective. When two participants did not respond in a way that was
expected, the researcher made a note to revisit the Epoche reflections before interviews, as a
reminder to disconnect from personal expectations in order to remain open to the unique
experiences of participants.
Setting
Community Church (pseudonym) is a non-denominational megachurch in a large urban
city located in the southern region of the United States. Community Church Outreach
(pseudonym) is the nonprofit organization that operates as the social outreach arm of the church
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and provides multiple services to public school students. For decades, the outreach has
maintained partnerships with local public schools.
The participating school staff were employed in two school districts. In both districts, the
participants came from PreK-12 schools that partnered with the church. To preserve
confidentiality, the enrollment and student demographics of the schools were only disclosed to
the Institutional Review Board and the researcher’s dissertation committee.
Sampling Design
Twenty-one participants, 18 years and older, participated in this study. Purposive
sampling was used to solicit nine mentors who were church volunteers with one or more years
of experience working with students from partnering districts and participation within the last
five years. Five church leaders were also solicited, including church outreach coordinators who
had been involved in the administration of the partnership for one or more years and
participation within the last five years. Permission to interview the school leaders was
approved through external research procedures of the two public school districts. Upon
approval, principals were solicited by email and phone with the assistance of the aligning
school district departments. Purposive sampling was used to solicit seven principals or
leadership staff from the school districts who met with the church pastor or church leadership to
form or sustain the partnership. Seven principals responded. Six designated their counselors,
who agreed to participate. One principal participated in the phone interview.
Church-school partnership documents including the volunteer manual, forms, and online
documents were analyzed for data triangulation. To preserve confidentiality of the participating
church, church documents were available only to the dissertation committee and Institutional
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Review Board. General descriptions were used to replace the specifics of any documents to
maintain the confidentiality of the church and schools.
Data Collection Procedures
The official data used for this phenomenological study was collected by the researcher in
21 semi-structured interviews consisting of five church outreach administrators, one principal,
six counselors, and nine mentors. Initially, the researcher conducted 24 interviews, but later
discovered that three participants had not yet completed one full school year (two semesters) at
the time of the interview. A greater number of prospective participants were solicited using a
master list provided by the church. The master list consisted of mentors and church staff who
met the requirements as detailed by the researcher (Appendix B). The church also provided a list
of current and former school principals who met the requirements of the study; however, the
researcher’s research applications had to be approved by each school district before being
allowed to solicit the principals.
Using the master list of mentors and church staff, the researcher sent a large envelope
containing sealed personalized envelopes by U.S. mail to the designated contact in the church’s
outreach organization, who assisted in distributing the letters. Each envelope was addressed to
potential church participants and contained the informed consent form (Appendix A).
Individuals who decided to participate were directed to reply by email to an address created
specifically for the study. Next, a DocuSign email containing the informed consent form was
sent to them to sign and give contact information. After they signed the form, the researcher
called to schedule a phone interview using the communication protocol (Appendix C). All
interviews were voice recorded, with permission from participants through signed informed
consent forms. The researcher used the same interview protocol with each participant (Appendix
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D). The interviews lasted one hour or less. The researcher kept field notes of key responses to
examine in later analyses.
Contact with the principals was the same with one exception—upon approval by the
external research departments in each school district, the researcher sent the informed consent
forms by email to the principals. The principals replied and received a DocuSign email of the
informed consent form to sign. Upon receipt of their signatures, the researcher sent an email to
schedule a phone interview. The remaining process was the same as with the church staff and
mentors. At the end of each phone interview, the researcher obtained participant addresses to
send a $5 compensation through U.S. mail after the interviews were completed.
During data collection, the researcher adapted Groenewald’s (2004) approach to field
notes by making observational notes and methodological notes before, during, and after phone
interviews (pp. 48-49). The researcher used field notes for bracketing reminders not to interject
assumptions during the interview sessions and to suspend judgment to preserve the purity of the
experiences shared by participants. During the phone interviews, key words and phrases were
recorded to revisit afterwards. Brief reflections were written after interviews to highlight what
stood out and make notes of instructions to self.
Description of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) Framework
Descriptions of knowledge, skills and attitudes from the SEL framework (CASEL, 2017)
were used to classify the types of social and emotional support available in the partnership as
evidenced in the experiences of participants. In Table 1, SEL competencies and definitions
(CASEL, 2017) were listed.

58

Table 1
Social and Emotional Learning Competencies
SEL
Competency
Related
Knowledge,
Skills &
Attitudes

SelfAwareness

SelfManagement

Social
Awareness

Relationship
Skills

Responsible
DecisionMaking

Identifying
emotions

Stress
management

Perspectivetaking

Communicatio
n

Identifying
problems

Accurate selfperception

Self-discipline

Empathy

Self-motivation

Appreciating
diversity

Social
engagement

Analyzing
situations

Relationship
building

Solving
problems

Teamwork

Evaluating

Recognizing
strengths
Self-confidence
Self-efficacy

Goal setting
Organizational
skills

Respect for
others

Reflecting
Ethical
responsibility

Definitions

The ability to
accurately
recognize one's
own emotions,
thoughts, and
values and how
they influence
behavior. The
ability to
accurately assess
one's strengths
and limitations,
with a wellgrounded sense
of confidence,
optimism, and a
"growth
mindset".

The ability to
successfully
regulate one's
emotions,
thoughts, and
behaviors in
different
situations -effectively
managing stress,
controlling
impulses, and
motivating
oneself. The
ability to set and
work toward
personal and
academic goals.

The ability to
take the
perspective of
and empathize
with others,
including those
from diverse
backgrounds and
cultures. The
ability to
understand social
and ethical norms
for behavior and
to recognize
family, school,
and community
resources and
support.

The ability to
establish and
maintain healthy
and rewarding
relationships
with diverse
individuals and
groups. The
ability to
communicate
clearly, listen
well, cooperate
with others, resist
inappropriate
social pressure,
negotiate conflict
constructively,
and seek and
offer help when
needed.

Source: Social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies. CASEL, 2017
https://casel.org/core-competencies/
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The ability to
make
constructive
choices about
personal
behavior and
social
interactions
based on ethical
standards, safety
concerns, and
social norms.
The realistic
evaluation of
consequences of
various actions,
and a
consideration of
the well-being of
oneself and
others.

Data Analysis
Each interview recording was transcribed by TRINT online automated transcription
service and proofread by the researcher. A copy of the transcript was emailed to participants to
give them an opportunity to check for accuracy. Participants were notified that they had three
days to respond by email if corrections or additions were needed. One responded with
grammatical corrections and another sent an additional comment.
In accordance with Moutstakas’ procedures (1994), data analysis was conducted using a
“modification of the Van Kaam Method of Analysis of Phenomenological Data” (p. 120) and the
researcher’s structural questions. Relevant descriptions in each interview transcript were
identified in a process called horizonalization (p. 120). Equal significance was given to the
range of experiences relevant to the interview questions. The analysis interjected two
requirements that were used to eliminate irrelevant data: “Does it contain a moment of the
experience that is a necessary and sufficient constituent for understanding?” and “Is it possible to
extract and label it?” (p. 121). Qualifying verbatim quotes from participants were identified as
the invariant constituents (p. 121), while non-applicable and overlapping statements were
eliminated.
Next, the invariant constituents were clustered into groups of meaning and categorized by
themes (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). Each verbatim quote was checked against the corresponding
interview transcript to ensure adherence to intended meanings in the interview. Those statements
that were found wanting were eliminated. The remaining invariant constituents and themes were
used to form an “individual textural description” (p. 121) of what each participant experienced in
their roles in the mentoring program. Moustakas requested the use of participants’ verbatim
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quotes as exemplars, for instance a quote from one participant’s experience that represented the
responses of many others.
Next, the researcher repeated the same steps for the structural data from each participant
(Moustakas, 1994). The added step at this point in the process was due to the researcher’s early
incorporation of “imaginative variation” to create systematic structural interview questions that
were asked following the textural interview questions. The resulting data of how participants
experienced the partnership based on related background or personal experience was subjected to
the same modified Van Kaam method of phenomenological reduction to increase validity in
outcomes.
Moutstakas’ (1994) next steps for reduction of individual data was the combined
“textural-structural description” (p .121) for each participant, which summarized their individual
meanings and essences of the experience. The textural-structural descriptions for each
participant were then synthesized into one composite description (p. 121) that represented the
shared data of the entire sample of participants (Moustakas, 1994). This composite description
was considered the last step in the Van Kaam process.
Two additional tasks of analysis took place for this research. To answer the first guiding
research question, the CASEL (2017) framework of SEL competencies was used to classify any
evidence of social and emotional support that emerged in participants’ experiences. Secondly,
church documents were reviewed as a form of data triangulation for evidence of social and
emotional support. The documents included a video, forms, a web page, and the volunteer
manual. To maintain confidentiality, these documents were not published in the research.
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Limitations of Methodology
The study was limited to the perspectives of 21 participants who had experience with the
mentoring program in this African American church’s partnership with local public schools. To
increase trustworthiness, the researcher included three different staffing groups, which were
church administrators, school leaders, and the church volunteers who were mentors. The average
sample size for phenomenological studies is between three and 10 in-depth interviews (Duke, as
cited in Creswell, 2013). The final count—five church leaders, seven school leaders, and nine
mentors—was within range for each staffing group. Triangulation of three different roles formed
a multi-faceted description of the mentoring program experience and stronger support for the
themes.
Qualitative findings were not representative of the general population of church outreach
administrators, mentors, or partnering public school leaders; nor were the findings meant to be
generalized to the experiences of all mentoring programs in African-American church-public
school partnerships. However, data was collected with some findings similar to prior research on
church-school partnerships.
Seeking to gain access to church-school partnerships was a limitation. The nature of
partnerships doubled the responsibility for obtaining acceptance and building rapport with the
“gate keepers” of the church and the schools (Creswell, 2013, p. 58). Sensitivity was needed to
recognize and understand the concerns of the gate keepers of the organizations. Such skills will
prove useful in creating win-win solutions, such as a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).
See Appendix B.
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Ethical Considerations
This African American church-public school partnership and its mentoring program
proved ideal for phenomenological research, because participants from the church and the school
contributed significant data to a topic for which there was a dearth in research. Therefore, ethical
considerations and provisions were necessary to protect the well-being of participants (Creswell,
2013). Care was taken to protect the human research participants according to the three ethical
principles stipulated in the Belmont Report (1979): respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.
The respect for persons principle was addressed in a number of ways. The informed
consent form was written according to university stipulations and used common language at the
9th grade Flesch-Kincaid reading level. Multisyllabic words like “African American” and
“church-school partnership” were familiar to the individuals who are solicited. The explanation
of details was an attempt to address any concerns a potential participant might have. The
informed consent included the voluntary status of participation and could be discontinued by the
participant with no penalties. A copy of the transcript was emailed to participants to give them
an opportunity to check their shared information for accuracy. Participants were notified that
they had three days to respond by email with corrections or additional comments.
This study addressed beneficence in several ways. Beneficence was addressed through
the explanation of risks and harm in the informed consent letter; through the use of phone
interviews to ensure participant confidentiality; and by the $5 mailed to participants as
compensation for their time. The study also highlighted the work of adult participants in a long
standing African American church-public school partnership, which was seen as potentially
beneficial information to church and school leaders.
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Justice was addressed through choice of participants. African American schools and
students have shouldered much of the burden of research that is centered on deficits in academic
and educational outcomes. The church staff, volunteers, and partnering public school leaders in
this study had a previous history of working to meet the needs of struggling African American
students in urban schools. This study explored that involvement through the descriptions of
lived experiences by partnering adults who dedicated time, talent, and resources to improve the
educational experience of struggling students.
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Chapter Four: Results
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experience of an
African American church-public school partnership to determine the types of social and
emotional support provided in the mentoring program. Transcendental phenomenology research
methods were employed to construct meaning from the mentoring program experiences and
reduce the data to reveal the essences of the program. The central question for this qualitative
study asked, “What is the essence of the mentoring program in the African American churchpublic school partnership, and what role does social and emotional support play in it?” The two
guiding research questions were:
RQ 1. What types of social and emotional support for students emerged from the
mentoring program experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors?
RQ 2. How have the personal experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors
influenced their work in the church-school partnership?
The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews by phone with 20 out of 21 adults in
the African American church-school partnership who implemented the mentoring program in
different capacities; the 21st participant experienced unexpected circumstances, but was able to
answer the interview questions by email. In alignment with the guiding research questions, the
interview protocol consisted of textural and structural questions. Six textural questions solicited
descriptions of what participants did in their roles in the mentoring program. Six structural
questions explored how the participants approached their roles based on the influences of related
background or personal experiences. The voice recorded interviews were transcribed using
TRINT web-based software. Participants received a copy of their transcription by email and
were invited to respond with any additions or corrections. Of the two participants who
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responded, one submitted spelling and grammatical corrections, and the other provided
additional information.
Description of the Participants
The 21 participants were seven school leaders, five church leaders, and nine mentors
involved in the mentoring program at local public schools in two school districts. For the
purposes of this study, the term “school leaders” referred to principals or their designees, which
were the counselors. The term “church leaders” referred to church administrators at Community
Church (pseudonym) who exercised leadership in Community Church Outreach (pseudonym),
the church’s nonprofit organization that provided multiple services to partnering public schools.
Lastly, mentors were members of this church who completed mentor training at the church and
volunteered to mentor students in partnering public schools during the school year.
To qualify for the study, mentors and church administrators needed one or more years of
experience in the church-school partnership and participation within the last five years. School
principals were identified by the church, but permission to contact them for interviews was
obtained through the external research process of their school districts. Initially, the researcher
conducted 24 interviews, but later discovered that three participants had not yet completed one
full school year (two semesters) at the time of the interview. The 21 qualifying participants had a
range of one to 11 years of experience in the church-school partnership, with the exception of
one participant who began over two decades ago in the early years of the partnership. Several
mentors had experience mentoring elementary, middle, and high school students. As seen in
Table 2, each participant was assigned a code in place of their personal identification to preserve
confidentiality.
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Table 2
Participant Demographics
Participant

Role in Mentoring Program

Participant

Experience with

Gender

African American
churches**

Z1

Church Outreach Administrator

F

Member

Z2

Middle School Mentor

M

Member

Z3

Elementary Mentor

F

Member

Z4

Elementary Counselor

F

Member

Z5

Elementary Mentor

F

Member

Z6

Church Outreach Administrator*

M

Member

Z7

Elementary Mentor

F

Member

Z8

High School Mentor

F

Member

Z9

Church Outreach Administrator

F

Member

Z10

Middle School Mentor

M

Member

Z11

Elementary Mentor

F

Member

Z12

Elementary Mentor

F

Member

Z13

Elementary Mentor

M

Member

Z17

Elementary Counselor

F

Member

Z18

Middle School Counselor

M

Visitor

Z19

Church Outreach Administrator

M

Member

Z21

Elementary Counselor

F

Regular Attendee

Z22

Middle School Counselor

F

Work Relationship

Z24

High School Counselor

F

Visitor

Z25

Church Outreach Administrator *

M

Member

Z26

High School Principal

M

Member

*Also mentored students
**African American Church Attendance
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Given the topic of the study, participants were asked about their experience with African
American churches. Without exception, all 21 participants had a connection with African
American churches. Eighteen were members/regular attendees, two visited African American
church services in previous years, and one disclosed a previous professional engagement with an
African American church. Fifteen participants “grew up in,” had “always been a member of,”
were lifelong members of, or attended an African American church for two or more decades. At
the time of this study, the church outreach administrators were members as well as employees of
this church. The mentors were members as well and heard the call to volunteer during a church
service. Regarding the seven school participants, four were members/regular attendees of
African American churches, and one attended the church in this study. Implications of the
religious demographics will be discussed in Chapter Five.
Introduction to Analysis
Once the data and feedback were gathered from the interviews, the researcher initiated
the seven steps of the modified Van Kaam method of analysis (Moustakas, 1994, p. 20-121) to
ultimately reduce shared experiences to the essences and other significant meanings revealed in
the mentoring program experience. In addition to the steps of the modified Van Kaam method,
the reduction steps were applied to both textural and structural data, due to the fact that the
researcher intuitively created one systematic set of structural questions to ask during the
interviews. This arrangement reduced the level of subjectivity that would be found in the
researcher’s own conclusions about possible influences on participants; rather, it drew upon the
participants’ stated contexts of influence—a motivation also held by Bevan (2014), who asked
structural questions as a follow-up to his textural questions during interviews, instead of drawing
his own conclusions about context.
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In the first step of the modified Van Kaam method, called horizonalization, all relevant
statements and phrases from participants about their experiences were given equal value and
viewed as a broad compilation of the mentoring program experience. The next steps involved
phenomenological reduction, in which the list was pared down to significant statements that
stood out, called invariant constituents. They were identified according to the following
qualifying questions (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120-121): Does it contain a moment of the
experience that is a necessary and sufficient constituent for understanding it? Is it possible to
abstract and label it?
All other statements, including overlapping answers, were removed from the list. For
each participant, the invariant constituents were clustered into meaning units with themes.
Verbatim quotes were checked against their context in the interview transcripts to ensure that the
original intent of the statement was being preserved in the data analysis. Next, the meaning units
and corresponding themes were used to form individual textural descriptions followed by
structural descriptions for each participant. In the seventh step, textural-structural descriptions
for each participant were formed. A final composite description of the essences and other
significant meanings of the mentoring experience of all 21 participants is presented after the
findings for the two guiding research questions.
Presentation of Findings
The phenomenological data gathered from three staffing groups and church documents
allowed for triangulation of findings. The lived experience of the mentoring program in one
African American church-school partnership was described by: church outreach administrators
who initiated and sustained the partnerships, a school leader and counselors who collaborated to
implement the program in their schools, and church members who mentored groups of students
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during the school year. A review of church documents showed the church outreach department’s
provisions for social and emotional support. A highlight of the findings was the evidence of
support for social and emotional learning (SEL) in participants’ implementation of the mentoring
program.
Social and Emotional Support
RQ 1. What types of social and emotional support for students emerged from the
mentoring program experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors?
As the church’s mentoring program did not officially adopt a particular SEL program,
participants were not asked directly about “social and emotional learning” in the interviews.
Instead, they were asked questions that yielded descriptions of their roles, responsibilities,
accountability, challenges, and victories throughout their years of involvement. If any form of
social and emotional support was provided, the researcher expected to see its emergence in the
details of participants’ practices. For credibility, the CASEL (2017) framework was chosen as a
reference for standard definitions of SEL competencies. The researcher found evidence of
support for each of the five SEL domains: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. After a phenomenological reduction of the
initial relevant statements, invariant constituents stood out as key experiences of social and
emotional support.
Inspired by an analysis exemplar (Miesel, 1991, as cited in Moustakas, 1994, pp. 131132), the following thematic summaries represent the clustering of textural invariant constituents
and related contexts under SEL themes and descriptors. A sample of SEL themes and evidence
are presented in Table 3.
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Self-awareness. The data revealed key methods among five mentors that supported selfawareness. The mentors: (a) used affirmations and life skills to build self-confidence; (b) shared
personal life lessons as guideposts for students’ accurate self-perception during their social,
emotional, and physical development; and (c) facilitated self-education to encourage student
ownership of emotions and behaviors. These methods were the result of influences from the
mentors’ personal experiences with their own children, careers involving youth, or their
upbringing.
Self-management. The data revealed key methods among five mentors that supported
self-management. The mentors: (a) engaged boys in self-discipline discussions by using topics
that sparked reactions (i.e., sports figures and video games); (b) helped students regulate their
behaviors by setting expectations or having individual conversations with students to reinforce
school rules; and (c) engaged students in goal-setting through deductive questioning or assisting
with measurable goals. These methods were the result of influences from the mentors’
upbringing, mentoring experience, faith-inspired mission, or careers involving youth.
Social awareness. The data revealed key methods among eight counselors and mentors
that supported social awareness. These counselors and mentors: (a) used role reversal activities
to help students consider the perspectives of others; (b) taught social etiquette to practice respect
for others; and (c) matched students with community members who mentored them at school.
These methods were the result of influences from careers involving youth, experiences with their
own children, their upbringing, or faith.
Relationship skills. The data revealed key methods among eight mentors, counselors,
and church outreach administrators that supported relationship skills. These mentors, counselors,
and church outreach administrators: (a) assigned students to multicultural and multi-aged
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mentoring groups to encourage relationship building; (b) helped high school students see the
value of building relationships with teachers; (c) supported friendships and used food as a tool
for social engagement; (d) incorporated weekly journal sharing, intentional listening, group
reading of topic literature to build communication; (e) created an awareness of the need for
loyalty among students in the group; and (f) modeled teamwork through support from church
outreach leadership to benefit students. These methods were the result of influences from careers
involving youth, their upbringing, and faith.
Responsible decision-making. The data revealed key methods among one school leader
and seven mentors that supported responsible decision-making. The school leader and mentors:
(a) redirected students’ attention from anger to considering constructive choices for solving
problems (b) “mothered” students about healthy choices to foster wellness and productivity; (c)
helped students learn to consider multiple factors when analyzing situations and evaluate the
impact of their decisions; (d) promoted ethical responsibility by modeling and requesting
principled actions; and (e) facilitated self-reflection through journal writing. Their methods were
the result of influences from careers involving youth, experiences with their own children, their
upbringing, or faith.
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Table 3
Sample of Social and Emotional Support Provided
SEL
Themes

Self Awareness

Meaning Units

Verbatim Evidence

Building Self-Confidence

Z5. “I found some shooting star pins; they were only a dollar each, so I bought a pin for
each girl…. I pinned them on, and I said, ‘This says that you are a rising star.’ One of
the girls said, ‘What does that mean...?’ I said, ‘That means that you’re a young lady on
the rise, and you can do anything that you set your mind to.’ So, they said that they have
had students… ask them what it means and that’s what they tell them. So, I’m kind of
proud of that.”

Building Self-Confidence

Z13 “Hopefully, they walk away a little more confident. I try to instill that. But simple
things. Hopefully, they walk away with some life skills that they can use for the rest of
their lives. Whether it’s tying a tie; whether it’s how to meet somebody and greet
somebody for the first time. Because I teach them that. Every time I see them, I stick
out my hand to shake, and I make sure they give me a firm handshake—if they don’t, I
make them do it again. I make sure they look me in the eyes when they talk to me.
They’ve gotta shake my hand, look me in the eye. Most kids—when you meet them the
first time—they give you a wimpy handshake and they mumble under their breath. And,
it’s like, ‘Hey, if you’re walking in for a job interview, and you’re meeting somebody for
the first time—how do you introduce yourself?’ I’ll teach them that. So, hopefully, that
gives them some level of confidence in how to deal with people.”

Identifying Emotions

Z3 “Whatever issues they have, I have them look it up to research—then come back to
me to tell me what they found.... I give them things to do, to cause them to kind of be
responsible for their behavior, too—and learn about their behavior.”

Self-Management

Self-Discipline

Z2 “Some of them are big fans of video games.... We talk about discipline, with regard
to putting down the video games... throughout the week [to focus on] grades.... A lot of
them will say, ‘Well, I can’t do that.’ And I say, ‘Well here we are—back to the
conversation of discipline and self-control’. Others will say, ‘Hey I don’t have a
problem putting it away so I can study.’ It was interesting to see how serious they were
about that.”

Social Awareness

Considering Others’
Viewpoints

Z7 “I do the role reversals; because I want them to understand what it’s like to be a
teacher, to be a counselor, to be a principal, to be a peer, to be a friend. To be someone
that doesn’t like you. You’re gonna face all these things in the world, but you can’t just
have an attitude, or get disrespectful, or get combative.... Sometimes... they’re brutally
honest—what they will tolerate and what they’ll do.... And so, it’s trying to teach them a
better way of handling issues.”

Community Support

Z17 “So just to have a male presence when our school is in a community where there are
a lot of single parent households (and that single parent, more often than not, is the
mother... and also some grandparents raising grandkids) … is just really an added plus....
To get that at elementary school is phenomenal. That’s why we appreciate these mentors
so much.... I have two male mentors for fifth grade boys, a fourth-grade male mentor,
and a third-grade male mentor. I’ve never had that. I’ve had multiple female mentors
but not multiple male mentors. So, it’s been a really good year.”

Appreciating Diversity

Z4 “So, I try to put the African-American kids in with the Hispanic kids, because
normally they’re split in the classroom setting because of the bilingual vs. the general
education. That gives them a chance to develop friendships and relationships with kids
that are in the same grade level as them, that they don’t even get a chance to see or
interact with. So that helps bridge that racial divide that can develop on the campus, as
well as just overall understanding how to listen to one another and how to respond
properly... in a positive manner. And they’re able to do that in a free space with their
mentor during that time. And you see it kind of trickle into the classrooms and in the
hallways.”
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Table 3 (Continued)
Sample of Social and Emotional Support Provided
SEL
Theme

Relationship Skills

Responsible
Decision-Making

Meaning Units

Verbatim Evidence

Relationship Building

Z8 “I try to encourage them—especially those that are seeking further, that are doing
really good—I try to tell them, ‘I know you’re gonna need references for colleges or
work, so try to catch [teachers] early; try to... build relationships with a couple of your
instructors—preferably all of them. But [let] a couple of them get to know you, so they
can help you and be references for jobs or for school.’”

Social Engagement

Z7 “I had another young lady who has issues with making friends or keeping friends.
Helping her with going through all of that, and then for her to come and tell me, ‘Hey,
Ms. [Mentor], guess what—I have a new friend!’ I’m like, ‘Okay!’ and we talk about
that.”

Communication.

Z10 “So, when we pick a subject to talk about, if it’s anger... I bring in handouts, [and]
we go through each section.... to really equip them in how to deal with their teachers and
their parents. You know, the alternative [to] fighting or shouting back at the teacher and
being disrespectful. Just things like that.”

Communication

Z12 “What I desire is to... let them know how important they are. And I think it’s the
little things. Because it’s good to be a listener, and I don’t mind listening. Sometimes,
I’ve had children that are great talkers [although] I still had to be able to manage that to
give other [students] their chance to express themselves.”

Teamwork

Z9 “Making sure the team is resourced with everything that they need.... That means that
sometimes I’m looking up training that aligns with our... core messages.... I’m
researching different statistics on education, literacy, and then making connections in the
community to build the partnerships that we have already.”

Constructive Choices

Z5 “We talk about being prepared for school, which I tell them... includes getting to bed
at night at a decent time and eating breakfast.... I said, ‘If you don’t eat something, you’ll
be sluggish during the day… you won’t be able to comprehend what’s going on in class.’
[Then], a lot of them were telling me that they were going to bed, like 10:00 o’clock at
night up until midnight.... I said, ‘No. Do your best to get in the bed at a decent time so
you get at least eight hours sleep at night. Get up in the morning. Eat... and you’ll be
ready to go to school and be on time’. And I think that has impacted them, because
they’re alert.... I’ll come in and sometimes during that half hour, I’ll say, ‘What time did
you go to bed last night?’ And we’ll go around the table one by one.... And I’ll ask
them, ‘Have you eaten anything for breakfast?’.... If one will say, ‘I didn’t eat anything.
I don’t like to eat breakfast’—then we’ll talk about the importance of breakfast again.
You have to repeat stuff to them to instill it in them. But if they can do those two
things... half the battle would be won in trying to get through the school day.”

Analyzing Situations

Z13 “I’ll find news stories of kids who made poor decisions that led to bad
consequences. We’ll read the story, and I’ll have them each read a part of it, and we’ll
talk about it and what the kid could have done differently.... [to have] a different
result…. Things of that nature to try to help them with decision-making.”

Ethical Responsibility

Z10 “There was an altercation between two of the boys’ little cousins at the school. So,
in turn, that altercation moved up the ladder to them, and they were planning to fight that
particular day when school was out.... to settle the differences between their little
cousins. So, we spent the whole class time talking about how to diffuse that, and how to
deal with conflict again. And what it meant for them to be in a group as mentees and
then turn around and fight each other. You know, all the trust that they had built up with
one another was about to be broken because of a misunderstanding that didn’t even
involve them. So that’s what we spent time on that particular day. When I go in, of
course, I want to be prepared and have an agenda, and have subjects that we talk about.
But that can easily be changed, depending on what the need is that day.”
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Background and Personal Experiences of Participants
RQ 2. How have the personal experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors
influenced their work in the church-school partnership?
In contrast to the first guiding research question, the researcher did not isolate the
findings, but felt it fit best in the synthesis of the results. The second guided research question
was answered in participants’ responses to contextual, or structural, interview questions and is
discussed in the following synthesis of this study.
Synthesis of Lived Experiences
As directed by Moustakas (1994), the essences and meanings from the 21 texturalstructural descriptions were synthesized into one composite description (p. 121). Inspired by a
synthesis exemplar (Rhodes, 1987, as cited in Moustakas, 1994, pp. 145-151), the researcher
delineated three stages of an overarching process experienced by every participant in the
mentoring program: commitment, implementation, and outcomes.
Commitment stage. Structural questions explored the context for how the participants
approached their church-school partnership roles based on influences from their background or
personal experiences. Further prompts for these questions are found in Appendix D.
•

How did you become interested in participating in this church-school partnership?

•

Give a little history of your background or past experiences that may have influenced

your work in the church-school partnership.
•

What is your experience with African American churches?

•

What motivates you to continue participating in this partnership?
The essential process began with a commitment to one of four roles: a mentor to students,

an administrator for the church outreach ministry, a principal, or a school counselor. Although
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the roles for church administrators and school counselors were delegated assignments, these
participants still had to consider the goals and to plan for the outcomes desired by the team.
Participation signified a committed engagement. For example, school principals delegated the
logistics of the mentoring program to a counselor—who then became the central figure of
operations at the school site. Findings showed that participants’ commitment was anchored in
valuable segments of personal history and mobilized by the church; these segments were the
background or personal experiences that provided points of reference for their commitment and
resulting contributions to the mentoring program.
The contexts, or structural descriptions, for each participant were depicted by their
frequently overlapping relationships to faith, career, others, and self. Moustakas (1994)
identified the latter two contexts as “universal structures” used to usher in feelings and thoughts
related to one’s experience (p. 99). These four structures stood out in participants’ descriptions
of their background or personal experiences that influenced their work in the mentoring program.
The impact of multiple experiences placed most individuals in more than one category of
influence. Inspired by a structural description exemplar (Copen, 1993, as cited in Moustakas,
1994, pp. 135-136), the researcher labeled each category by context.
Self in relation to faith. Thirteen of the 21 participants were influenced in part by
personal religious commitment. Regarding the partnership, their faith manifested in one of two
ways: (a) as a professed dependence on “God”, “Jesus Christ”, or “Holy Spirit” for decisionmaking about involvement in the partnership, or (b) as a marked mindfulness of faith-based
experiences that stimulated their participation in the program. In response to prayer, several
church administrators and mentors spoke of receiving “direction from God” to participate in the
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partnership. They were “motivated to do this work according to the Lord’s will” using their
talents and skills.
Mindfulness of faith-based experiences was almost exclusively expressed by the public
school staff. In addition to childhood memories of religious youth activities, like “Vacation
Bible School,” they shared experiences of attending African American church worship services.
Those who were not members/regular attendees of African American churches had personal
histories of religious association with this church or other African American churches. A
resulting sense of trust preceded their knowledge of the church’s mentoring program. Similarly,
the faith consciousness of school staff who did attend African American churches prefaced their
engagement with the church in partnership. The next four themes present combinations of
influence by faith, career, others, and self.
Self in relation to faith and career. For five participants, the combination of faith and
career experiences shaped their approach to responsibilities in the partnership. It was the
practice of some to consider their professional skills and then pray to “the Lord” for guidance on
using their skills to serve others. In his “professional convictions,” one participant observed the
“disconnect between social and spiritual support” in society and desired to be involved in a
unified approach. Another participant shared her belief about the work done in the partnership as
they all sought God’s guidance:
[Z9] If we are made in the image of Christ, and God is using us to be the hands and feet
in this world, that means that our program is going to be different from others…. I'm
talking about as Christians…. We are the solution to problems that are taking place. We
are the bridges.
As a result, participation in the mentoring program materialized in approaches such as preventive
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strategies with students, relationship building in the community on behalf of the program, and
education for other church leaders. Daily exposure to “the dark issues involving youth” in the
legal world spurred a decade of mentoring by one participant at his childhood school. Another
participant directed the church outreach program in public schools. Still another trained other
churches to engage with public schools. Participants took on these roles after seeking guidance
through prayer.
School counselors with faith-based experiences had intimate knowledge of benevolence
and guidance found in church culture; this was implied by three counselors when considering the
mentoring program. Their responses are represented in the following quote:
[Z24] Because of probably my religious background... I think, “What better place for
mentoring to start... than with the church itself?” Home or in the church. And so many
times because of our family situation, it's not starting at home. So how about the next
best thing, which would be the church?
They coupled religious inclinations with professional judgment to determine how the church’s
outreach could support counseling objectives. The mentoring program was embraced as a
“natural fit” and “an extension” of counseling duties to build a positive school climate by
encouraging students. An “advocate of Christianity” considered resources from churches as “a
blessing,” yet balanced the final decision with professional experience and the reputation of the
church’s mentoring program in the school district.
Self in relation to faith, others, and self. Four participants were influenced by faith,
others, and self. They approached their partnership roles based on the influence of their
significant life events and those of others. These events included experiences of need, rejection,
and support during adolescence; lack of mentoring during youth; memorable support by the
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church during personal loss; lifelong presence of the church; past roles in church youth
department; fatherhood; and life after retirement. These participants professed dependence on
God for direction about their initial involvement in the partnership, and their personal stories
gave a glimpse of how they came to such faith. Precious memories coupled with seasons of
crisis prompted them to create better opportunities for others.
Self in relation to faith, career, and others. Four participants from the church and
school contributed to the partnership based on influences of faith, career, and others in their
family or community. Their faith experiences guided the decision to participate, shaped their
“thoughts about what students need,” and provided a comfort level through religious association
with African American churches. Ultimately, their faith consciousness enabled relationships
between this church and public schools to “holistically meet the needs” of struggling students.
These participants drew upon the skills and a resourcefulness developed in current and
former professions. Leadership skills from the corporate world were used to build systems that
equipped other church leaders interested in church-public school partnerships. One participant’s
engagement with the church outreach administrators in tandem with the school counselor was
vitally important to providing “individual love and attention” for a critical segment of the student
population. Another participant noted that social and emotional deficiencies were sometimes due
to an overwhelmed parent, so “filling in that gap, that void in some of the family structure” was
critical.
Support for the mentoring program was also a result of who these participants were
amongst family or community. Parenting and grandparenting helped several participants
understand the “vital importance of education and character development in youth and families,”
which they endeavored to pass on to the younger generations. In another account, personal ties
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to the community fostered a concern about supporting the students in that community. Lastly,
interdenominational and interracial fellowship among community churches were past
experiences that influenced two participants to partner with this African American church.
Although each participant in this study had a connection with African American
churches, not all identified faith as a reason for their participation. Among the 14 participants
who were influenced in part by their careers, five of them did not address faith as an influence.
The following descriptions present other combinations of influence by career, others, and self.
Self in relation to career and others. Four mentors and counselors approached their
roles based on career experiences and relationships with family or community members. The
nature of their careers in counseling, the juvenile justice system, and higher education created a
sense of compassion for the plight of struggling students. Through the mentoring program, these
mentors and counselors exposed students to more support for academics and well-being. Like
others in this study, these mentors desired to share knowledge and wisdom acquired from
parenting, while the counselors were motivated by past working relationships with African
American churches that had resulted in improved student outcomes.
Self in relation to others. Two mentors approached their roles in the partnership based
on the influence of family. Their faceted experiences as daughters, siblings, and mothers spurred
their commitment to the mentoring program. Both shared with students the “basic things” they
had taught their own children. Filling the gaps, they mentored students with guidance and
affirmation. Between personal mission and family legacy, both shared a commitment to help
others.
Rare combinations. Final points of interest from the commitment phase were rare
combinations of contexts. The influence of career and self was depicted by one mentor’s
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successful career that emphasized structure and self-discipline. The mentor desired to provide
African American boys what he lacked in his adolescence—guidance for setting goals and
decision-making. Secondly, the influence of others and self was observed in one participant who
was raised in a single-parent home, and subsequently aimed to mentor girls with similar
experiences and needs. The final rarity was a participant who was influenced by all four
contexts. The childhood needs of all three participants mirrored the needs of the students of
several mentors. Because of what was lacking in their youth, these participants approached the
mentoring program to fill the gaps for students with fundamental guidance and support.
Implementation stage. Two textural questions were purposed to elicit detailed
descriptions of what the participants did in their partnership roles. Further prompts for the first
question are found in Appendix D.
•

Tell me about your role in this church-school partnership.

•

Describe a responsibility you have that you believe helps the students most.
Participants’ descriptions revealed ongoing implementation of the mentoring program

that required the independent and collaborative work of mentors, church outreach administrators,
school leaders, and counselors. Across all of the participants’ descriptions of their work, the
undercurrent of personal mission was evident. Three themes encapsulated this personal mission.
Filling the gaps. Mentors aimed to come alongside struggling students to “pour into”
them the support and encouragement found lacking. Under the governing core values for the
church outreach, mentors chose topics and activities that would benefit their mentees. For
example, to encourage school attendance, some mentors used academic games to help their
students grasp basic skills; others addressed social skill discrepancies that were hindering their
students’ relationships in class. For effective session planning, mentors in elementary schools
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obtained basic information from counselors about student needs, although the middle and high
school mentors received little information. All of the mentors applied strategies learned in
mentor training and adjusted their plans according to what they learned about the students during
sessions. Yet, there were notable distinctions between the missions and strategies used by female
and male mentors. Their approaches accentuated differences in nurturing boys and girls
according to separate experiences, needs, and concerns.
In light of challenges faced by struggling African American boys, each male mentor had a
personal mission to be a positive African American male role model in the schools. They aimed
to be a consistent presence, listen, teach, fortify, instill hope, give perspective, and remove
excuses. Academics were integrated with topics including stories from their own backgrounds,
leadership, self-control, goal setting, plans for college and career, decision-making skills and
ethics, money and finance, unity amongst each other, transparency, accountability, dealing with
emotions, conflict resolution, and peer pressure. Activities for learning the content included
discussions, debates, sharing personal stories, group reading of news articles and handouts; and
life skills (e.g., tying ties, making eye contact, firm handshakes, and how to treat young ladies).
Lastly, their means of bonding and building relationships in the groups were orchestrated through
sharing transparent journal writings, celebrating birthdays, having fun, and enjoying occasional
food or treats. The overall approach by the male mentors involved sharing wisdom and teaching
social, emotional, and practical skills that were embedded in weekly conversation and activity—
which most male mentors said they could have used more of during their own youth.
“They are important and have something to offer” were the words that encompassed the
sentiments of the female mentors toward their girls. In their desire for the students to “do well in
life,” the female mentors had a personal mission to help girls feel safe, special, cared for, a sense
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of belonging, and awareness of their unique qualities. They focused on students’ well-being and
academic success through a plethora of approaches: listening, seeking common ground,
encouraging, edifying, tutoring, advising based on professional and personal expertise, and
creating opportunities for students to explore and self-educate. Session topics included stories
from mentors’ backgrounds, self-awareness, self-esteem, values, character education, family,
friendship, dreams and goals, social media, perspectives of others, respect for teachers, school
rules, conflict resolution, accountability, and unity. High school girls typically drove the
conversations they wanted to have about their interests, frustrations, classes, teachers, post-high
school plans, college, summer employment, and family; while the mentor became “a sounding
board” and accountability partner.
Across all ages, activities for teaching specific content—such as values—included using
teachable moments, topic discussions, journaling, role reversals, handouts for activities,
academic games, arts and crafts, tutoring, and accountability check-ins. Lastly, female mentors
made connections and built trust through means of consistent attendance; showing interest in
students; listening without judging; sharing related experiences; helping girls work through
academic or social and emotional challenges; celebrating the mentoring group; “instilling values
in a fun way”; and celebrating birthdays. The overall approach by the female mentors involved
social, emotional, and academic support embedded in conversation and activity.
Fervent collaboration. Amidst the national effort to reduce suspension rates and
promote positive school climates, the school leaders had a personal mission to obtain holistic
support for struggling students through partnership with this African American church. Staff
members facilitated the mentoring program to address a broad range of student needs from social
and emotional support and encouragement to tutors, role models and father figures. The
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principal, who was the gate-keeper for the school, determined the feasibility of the church’s
proposal. Following successful negotiations with church administrators, counselors then became
the central figures in the implementation; at the school sites, they were in charge of logistics for
the mentoring sessions, communication with the church and mentors, and securing students best
suited for the program. For high school, middle, and elementary school counselors, the
mentoring program was collectively described as “a source of emotional support with character
education—not to be mistaken for social services”; an enhancement and extension of the
counselor’s work; and an opportunity to inspire students by connecting them to the positive
influence of caring adults outside of their family and school community.
[Z17] It's mutually beneficial. It gives the people that want to do this... a place to come
where it is appreciated. And, of course, my motivation is we're trying to help kids. We're
trying to do as much for them at this level before we send them off to the bigger schools.
Furthermore, the narratives of the principal and counselors portrayed the inclusivity of
the mentoring program. The work between school staff and church staff yielded to written
permission from parents followed by the hands-on work of the mentors which was strengthened
by feedback from school and church staff—a collaboration fitly summarized by one counselor as
“We’re all doing this together.”
Strategic Fellowship. Within the broader mission, this church sought to “make an
imprint on both children and their families” through service in public schools. The church
administrators in the outreach ministry had a personal mission to use their vocational skills and
talents in service to God; their educational and professional backgrounds prepared them to
engage in strategic fellowship—intentional acts of building and sustaining relationships for the
shared purpose of meeting the needs of students. Accordingly, they focused on cultivating
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working relationships with mentors and church staff, school district administrators, principals
and staff, politicians, community organizations, businesses, and other churches. At multiple tiers
of leadership, their combined responsibilities included mentoring, recruiting, training and
supporting mentors, building relationships in the schools and the community, researching
educational issues and compiling data for initiatives, equipping the church outreach
administrative team, training leaders from other churches, and developing training curriculum.
Systematic activities of strategic fellowship included, but were not limited to: scheduled
recruiting of church congregants and students in partnering colleges; inviting school leaders and
counselors to observe mentor trainings; the process of vetting and training the mentors;
communicating with mentors through weekly email; publicizing the church-school partnership in
the community; meeting with partnering school leaders and staff annually; and gathering with
partnering schools, district leaders, and community stakeholders to share the annual impact of
the mentoring program.
Outcomes stage. The third stage of the shared process of the mentoring program
experience addressed outcomes. Textural inquiries were made about what the participants
gained as a result of their work in feedback, challenges, rewarding experiences, and additional
benefits. Further prompts for the questions are found in Appendix D.
•

How do you know if what you do is working?

•

Describe a challenging aspect of your role in the church-school partnership.

•

Tell me about one rewarding experience you have had in the church-school partnership.

•

Besides the planned activities you provide for students, what else do they get out of the
program?
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Feedback. Because the mentoring program was not designed to parallel the schedule or
content rigor of schools, the outcomes were not measured by standardized testing; instead,
feedback was analyzed from weekly documentation, student responses, and field experiences to
determine progress.
Feedback from documentation. Mentors used progress report forms to document
sessions, student information, and anecdotal notes of observations. In written documentation,
they recorded dates, times, topics, activities, student participation, goals, attitudes, behavior, and
social and emotional development. Forms were submitted weekly or monthly. The church
outreach administrators held meetings throughout the year where mentors gathered to submit
their documentation and share mentoring strategies with each other.
Church outreach administrators used documentation data to inform their decisions in
sustaining the mentoring program. They met annually with partnering school staff to get
feedback on the previous year to determine new needs for the new year—an opportunity in
which one elementary school recently requested more male mentors for older boys. Evaluators
were brought in to review the data and identify growth and room for improvement. The church
found success in follow-up surveys of student and parent satisfaction with the mentoring
program and other partnership services. Feedback from their team of church outreach
administrators informed their decisions to acquire team training, increase communication with
the mentors, balance the administrative workload, and revamp the mentor training.
Elementary school counselors relied heavily on qualitative data, while middle and high
school participants more frequently referenced quantitative data as a source of feedback. More
elementary school counselors conducted check-ins and observations of mentoring sessions and
obtained verbal feedback from students, their teachers, and mentors. Middle and high school
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staff reported less about observing mentoring sessions. With larger populations and common
violations of skipping class, discipline referral data was more accessible from administrators to
determine referral reductions among students in mentorships. However, all schools reported
having conversations with the students that revealed the personal impact of the program.
Feedback from student responses. Partnering schools obtained student feedback through
observations and conversations to determine effectiveness of mentoring. Middle school student
reflections were taken seriously, as the middle school students were known to give honest
feedback. Middle school counselors shared student responses from debriefings about the
mentoring sessions; students generally felt “encouraged,” “listened to,” with one counselor
noting good rapport between one male mentor and the boys. Another indicator of success was
when students began confirming their next session—which signaled their anticipation to
counselors. Feedback also came through updates and inquiries from mentors of high school
students, who often advocated for their students’ well-being; one counselor valued their
information and concerns, because it was found that students often confided in mentors what
they might not share with anyone else. Feedback also manifested in older students’ change in
attendance and communication patterns, as noted in the following example:
[Z24] That's probably one of the most rewarding things that I see... when the kid
suddenly isn't missing school multiple times a week and is coming… on time. And they
say, “Hey! I talked to my mentor and [he or she] said I ought to do this. What do you
think about it?” So, I think they're having positive influences on children every day.
Counselors described how anticipation among elementary school students was most
commonly revealed in their repeated question, "Is my mentor coming today?" and in the groups’
audible rushing through the hall to the mentoring room for the appointed time. Counselors also
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listened to young students share what they learned, as well as to comments from the teachers—
some of whom had come to depend on the mentor’s influence with the students. Signs of
success with male mentors were observed in the change of boys’ behavior, which was explained
as the result of having someone to talk to, be accountable to, and to experience male bonding.
Mentors were the foot soldiers of the mentoring program.
Feedback from field experience.
[Z12] Just the fact that the children are coming [laughs]!... They're timely and glad to see
[me]... there are times that the kids just come on in and throw their arms around me, so...
to see that come forth from them… it's amazing to me.
Mentors in this study described feedback from weekly sessions that indicated student
progress. Some mentors judged by students’ enthusiasm to meet and talk. “Students want to
come, and… other kids who see us want to come.” Others judged by students’ honesty in group
discussions, which indicated that they felt safe with their mentor and group. Another sign of
growth was students notifying the mentor when they used, or failed to use, the social skills
learned; such announcements and confessions were either made to the mentor, the group, or in
journal writings. Weekly observances ranged from making apologies and making friends to
reflecting on past decisions and making better ones. Long-term evidence of success included
reduction or elimination of suspensions or discipline referrals and seeing high school students
graduate.
Mentors who received support from the counselors, church staff, and families were
encouraged. Several mentors spoke of the initial meetings with counselors that familiarized
them with the basic needs of their students and supported preparation for sessions. Counselor
feedback provided guidance and helped mentors keep the pulse of the students. Likewise, some
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mentors perceived specific feedback from church outreach administrators as a source of
empowerment. Lastly, counselors gave examples of parents and grandparents who responded
enthusiastically. One mentor stated, “The love I got from the parents—the outpour of how ‘my
son has changed... how he's studying now... and he's more focused’.... I've gotten confirmation
that what we do really makes a difference.”
Yet, all participants learned that progress takes time. In determining whether the
mentoring program worked for students, one participant began with a realistic preface. “So, you
don't always see an immediate 180 in the student. And I don't think you should expect to see an
immediate 180. That doesn't always happen even with adults, right?” Another participant
referenced the formative journey of a student whom she engaged in a year-long examination of
personal triggers and possible solutions; the outcome was increased self-management and a
decrease in suspensions. Another mentor told of her long wait and feelings of inadequacy before
she was able to make a real connection with one student, which resulted in helping the student
attain a scholarship to college. One male mentor learned that even after teaching and
discussions, students could still make decisions that showed no evidence of imparted wisdom; he
responded by keeping a flexible schedule for reteaching. Lessons of delayed gratification were
experienced by participants in every group, and are exemplified in one church administrator’s
counsel to collaborating school administrators:
[Z25] I think you have to have leaders on both sides seeing the value-add to the school
district and to the children... and be willing to engage it and give it time to maturate.
Because it doesn't happen overnight, and the principal or the district leader may want to
see some significant data reported to them early on... to prove its success and its validity.
But relationship building... it takes time. And so, that principal and that superintendent
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would need to be patient in that space. To let that church establish its mentor base, its
volunteer base... grow into it and see it grow. I think that's what's important... to be able
to do that. And you have to [be able to say], "Hey man, it's just gonna take time... and
you have to trust us." And then, they have to be willing to be the cheerleaders as well…
the superintendent or the district leader—they have to be willing, on an ongoing basis, to
be the cheerleader of the program…. The superintendents of all the school districts we
engaged—they were the champions of it and they helped push the needle along to make it
successful.
Challenges. Each mentor in this study came from professional backgrounds outside of
K-12 public education, and therefore experienced some challenges not unlike those of novice
teachers. Getting acclimated to the mentoring role meant adjusting to the inclinations of their
assigned age groups, choosing weekly topics under the broad guidelines, and having a plan for
successful group management. Some older boys and girls made it difficult for their mentors to
make a personal connection, and some were known to be absent on the meeting day. Sources of
frustration were mentoring sessions spent dealing with a disruptive student, solving disputes
between group members that took place outside of mentoring, or finding out that their students
had been fighting. On the opposite end of the spectrum, some mentors did not expect the
difficulty of reaching very quiet students.
Participants noted that most students dealt with a lot and lacked adequate support. In
response, mentors frequently referenced the art of listening, which was emphasized in mentor
training. When students shared their struggles during the sessions, mentors had to learn to
respond appropriately, considering how the other group members were affected as well. As
mentors shared their challenges, they also shared the ways they overcame. Their challenges
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were balanced by the fact that as time progressed the students came to depend on the
conversations and expected them to show up for each session.
Session scheduling and related logistics presented occasional challenges for mentors and
school counselors. Most of the mentors still worked in their professions, and carved out time to
travel weekly to a school to meet their mentoring group; therefore, personal availability was the
most important consideration to avoid missing sessions. This included being able to adapt to
occasional school schedule changes, such as field trips, as well as to persevere throughout the
semesters. Consistency was a key quality mandated during mentor training, primarily because
absences hindered relationship-building with students. Two mentors recalled missing a session
and being confronted the following week by their students with, “Where were you last week?
We were waiting for you.” and “Why you didn't come?” As a result, students’ responses were a
constant motivation. “Just show up” was a rallying cry in mentor training, and that push for
consistency resonated with the mentors in this study. Mentors shared their rescheduling
strategies or communication with the counselor in case they could not attend. One mentor
addressed this issue in the first meeting with new mentoring groups:
[Z10] Initially, I told them, "Guys, I can't promise that I'm gonna be here every week,
because life happens. And, I work a full-time job and something may come up. But what
I can promise you is that if you don't see me here, you can go to your school counselor;
and she'll know exactly why I'm not here that day. But I am committed to coming here
and spending this hour with you guys every week, as long as I have the same
commitment from you.”
Some school counselors shared “normal logistical challenges” of time constraints, getting
signed permission forms back from parents, gathering students to meet mentors on time, and
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getting make-up work when older students missed class. Those with high levels of organization
for the mentoring program developed consistent communication with the church, the mentors,
and the students, to the extent that all participants were able to operate independently, even on
days when the counselor was out of the building. Even with the work involved in managing the
program at the school site, every counselor expressed appreciation for the work of the mentors.
A church outreach administrator identified the mentoring program as the most requested
service by partnering public schools; consequently, the church faced a continual challenge to
provide more mentors for growing numbers of students in need. Some of the counselors worked
with a limited number of mentors, which resulted in larger numbers of students in the groups and
an overall limited number of students with access to mentoring. Church outreach administrators
increased mentor recruitment and training to counteract the shortage and to replace the few
individuals who broke their mentoring commitments. The outreach department also
strengthened the mentoring program through administrative system updates, targeted training,
and a new avenue of communication with mentors. Reinforcements like these helped sustain the
vitality of all participants.
Rewarding experiences.
[Z7] You go there every week and sometimes you don't know if the information you're
providing [is] something that they're actually… applying. So, to… hear them say
something or tell me about something they did that was an outcome of a session that we
had—it's a very rewarding experience. That's what fuels you to continue to go back
and… stay committed to them.
The rewarding experiences manifested with the passing of time, sometimes long after
students’ years in mentoring. Participants watched former students “graduate from college via
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social media”; encountered students who remembered their lessons later in life; and told stories
of students who gradually experienced change that led to remarkable turnarounds. One
counselor shared this testimony:
[Z24] I had another little guy that was acting out terribly... having a really tough time....
A lot of things not so good.... The mentors started working with him…. Yeah... went to
college on a full scholarship and he has done well.
Church outreach administrators shared other stories with different circumstances that resulted in
similar success. It is beyond the scope of this study to identify other factors that played a part in
these success stories; only that the one constant is that mentors “showed up” consistently, built
caring relationships, and provided support relative to the students’ needs.
Rewarding experiences came out of loose restrictions. The mentoring program adhered
to core values that aligned with Christian principles and supported the development of good
citizenship. Within that framework, mentors chose topics and activities that supported the needs
of their mentoring groups. Some of the rewarding experiences described by participants in each
group were the result of planned presentations as wells as organic missions, such as: writing
recommendation letters; providing resume assistance for summer employment; completing the
FAFSA; following published curricula; and aligning topics with schoolwide social and emotional
learning activities. The activities frequently exceeded expectations. For instance, one counselor
was invited to an end-of-year ceremony for 8th grade mentoring students, during which their
mentor distributed certificates and shared reflections about each boy. The counselor was deeply
moved by the mentor’s sacrifice of time, his bond with the boys, and the mentor’s motivation to
“give back” for what was given to him during his youth.
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Rewarding experiences also came from an unexpected reciprocal effect of the mentoring
program on the mentors.
[Z5] I truly enjoyed the relationships that I found with the counselors and the principal,
and above all, the students. They not only gain from working with me—I take that
responsibility seriously—but I get from them, too. There are some things that they say
that encourage me. So, it's a give-and-take, and I enjoy the interactions we have with
each other.
Another mentor expressed being overwhelmed with emotion by a chance meeting with a student
whom he mentored as a child:
[Z10] This kid… now a junior or senior in high school… walks over to me, and [calls
me by name]. And I looked and was like, "You've gotten tall!" And he goes, "Yeah, this
is [Eric]!" I said, "Yeah, I remember you, man! How you doing?!?" He goes, “I'm
doing great in sports, but I also have gotten a scholarship. I plan to go to college, and you
made a huge impact on me, man—and I just appreciate it." He gave me a hug and was
just in a really, really good place…. One of the kids that—back then—was a fighter.
The young man’s progress was gratifying to the mentor. But, the experience of being
remembered and honored was personal; his emotions could be felt in further reflection:
[Z10] So, when I saw the guy, and he came up to me and shared that with me... tears were
flowing. Tears were flowing. So, I think… that incident there is the one thing that has
kept me going and has kept me coming back, year after year, volunteering to be a mentor.
The opportunity to share knowledge with students for their benefit, provided rewarding
experiences for mentors and church staff alike. The “group-facilitated model” was the ideal
grouping of four students per mentor in meetings where students gradually learned to “pour into
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each other… engage one another… hold each other accountable”—much to the satisfaction of
the mentor. It was also important to several mentors to discuss critical information that they
received or wished they would have received during their youth; the latter being reflected by one
participant who shared, “I don't recall individuals coming in… talking to us about what… the
future [will] look like with school, without school, military, without military…. We didn't have
mentors.” He felt compelled to fortify students in the Black community. In a wider scope of
influence, church outreach administrators shared rewarding experiences of developing rapport in
school districts, building bridges between the church and the community, and in training other
churches and seeing results in new communities—each deeply satisfying.
Additional benefits. Initially, members of this church were recruited by the church’s
outreach ministry to become volunteer mentors in local public schools for students in need.
Initially, church leaders approached school principals with the opportunity to partner with the
church for access to the mentoring program for students in need. Initially, school leaders and
counselors chose to partner with this church to provide the supportive relationships for students
in need of mentoring. The mentoring program was implemented through the collaboration of
three groups and yielded more than expected.
Additional benefits of filling the gaps. Mentors introduced weekly discussion topics and
activities that targeted the academic or social and emotional needs of their assigned mentees; but
casual conversations often brought attention to more pressing concerns, which enabled mentors
to respond in ways that may have otherwise been inaccessible to students. “If they didn't have
the program, they would just miss… somebody to share and get advice from. And not
necessarily always advice... just to express their feelings.” Mentors gave students positive
perspectives related to their family or school issues, but also discussed the realities of
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consequences. One mentor hoped his boys gained more social confidence through the life skills
he taught—skills they did not have initially. Though the approaches varied, mentors reported
that students embraced the weekly conversations and change of pace.
Additional benefits of fervent collaboration. The principal and counselors facilitated the
yearly mentoring program through the church to provide social or academic support for students;
and they also found additional benefits in the invested perspectives of mentors.
[Z26] It kind of serves as a stabilizing force for many of the young people to have an
outlet... to have someone provide a balanced perspective. Yes… there is a curriculum for
the mentoring program…. But... for the students to have someone to be able to bounce
their thoughts and their ideas off of... is really, really helpful before they take action….
That, to me, is huge, because we understand the adolescent brain—the way they thought
it up, may have... sounded really good in their thoughts; but in actuality it may not have
played out well. And so, for them to be able to speak to a mentor prior to taking that
action… goes a long way.
Similarly, the counselors expressed appreciation for the character displayed by the
mentors. Weekly conversations between elementary students and successful adults in the
community brought inspiration to the kids and fostered relationships among the mentees. Middle
schoolers received encouragement during time spent with “warm”, positive mentors in small
groups where they got the attention they needed. Increased self-awareness among these students
developed in sessions that facilitated self-assessment, while one high school counselor believed
students came away with a better sense of self-worth because of the time and care given by
mentors. Participants shared examples of students and mentors who built special bonds that
often outlasted their mentoring years.
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Additional benefits of strategic fellowship. Throughout the year, church outreach
administrators built relationships with mentors, school district staff, and other community
stakeholders to sustain the mentoring program in public schools; additionally, they supported
replication by training other churches. They recognized the need to multiply “support systems
outside of parents and teachers.” Their work with other churches included a focus on “spiritual
and family legacy” which reflected the “the church’s opportunity and power to transform the
lives of children and their families through public schools.”
Within the chronological process of all three stages, participants revisited individual
stages to inform new levels of rigor. Participants revisited memories of positive student
outcomes for motivation to maintain commitment to the program throughout the school year.
Likewise, they revisited implementation strategies to improve weekly, monthly, and yearly
outcomes in students. The interview process for this study prompted some participants to
express appreciation for the opportunity to revisit their stages, and some became emotional as
they reflected on their commitment and outcome stages.
Church Documents
The last analysis was a review of the church’s mentoring program documents for further
evidence of support for social and emotional development. Church documents that showed
evidence were labeled as follows: a video (Community Church Outreach, video, April 18, 2017),
forms (Community Church Outreach, forms, April 18, 2017), a web page (Community Church
Outreach, web page, October, 2019), and the volunteer manual (Community Church Outreach,
volunteer manual, April 18, 2017). To preserve confidentiality, the church documents were only
made available to the dissertation committee and Institutional Review Board. Evidence of social
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and emotional support for students was found in the church’s appeal to volunteers and in its
policies and procedures for the mentoring program.
A church outreach video was used to raise awareness and provide solutions to societal
problems that could be traced back to the breakdown of the family unit. In the video, statistics of
single-parent homes and absent fathers were linked to repercussions for children such as poverty,
school drop-out, teen-pregnancy, crime, and unhealthy lifestyles. A proposed solution to this
downward spiral was to rebuild hurting families in the community with spiritual, physical, and
social support. In turn, the mentoring program was established to serve high risk students in
public schools who could benefit from positive adult attention.
In these church documents, there was a continual thread of support for social and
emotional needs. Mentoring referral forms were used to identify student needs from a checklist
of 12 problem areas, and were submitted by counselors or teachers. While academic issues made
up part of the list, most of the needs were social and emotional issues (e.g., self-esteem, social
skills, attitude, peer relationships, delinquency, limited English). A second form was a student
interest survey that provided mentors with more ideas for topics and activities to support social
and emotional development. On its web page, the church outreach posted general characteristics
of targeted students followed by expectations for mentors which aligned with the SEL
competencies. For instance, mentors must respect students and develop friendship (social
awareness), be patient in the growth process (relationship skills), and be able to offer solutions
for problems (responsible decision-making). Mentors received manuals as well as the previously
discussed training to further prepare for mentoring students in public schools.
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Implications, Recommendations
Consistent with transcendental phenomenological methodology and university
requirements, this chapter concludes with an overview of the study, conclusions, implications,
and recommendations for future research.
Overview of the Study
In Chapter One, the researcher introduced this study in response to the highest U.S.
public school suspension rates in over 40 years. Across races, the suspension statistics were
predominately students without disabilities suspended for problem behaviors such as,
disrespect, disruption, and willful defiance (Duncan, 2014), with African American students
ranking highest. Social and emotional learning and support were deemed a priority in
preventing and reducing out-of-school suspensions (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b).
To provide social and emotional support for public school students, U.S. Department of
Education called for schools to partner with local stakeholders known for research-based
approaches. Although church-school partnerships already existed across the nation, churches
were not listed as stakeholders to consider. This led the researcher to review the literature,
only to discover scant research about church-school partnerships. In light of the high
suspension rates for African American students, the researcher chose to study the mentoring
program experience of an African American church-public school partnership in search of
social and emotional support.
In Chapter Two, the researcher incorporated related literature from online government
reports, dissertations, textbook chapters, handbooks, websites, and peer-reviewed articles from
academic journals spanning education, religion, sociology, psychology, and economics. The
literature review was organized to show the Christian church’s longstanding involvement with
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educational progress for its young congregants and youth in the community. A brief history of
the church’s early contribution to public education was used to provide context for its current
role in partnerships with schools. Regarding church and state relations, the researcher carefully
reviewed government reports documenting three decades of federal assistance available to
religious institutions that distributed social services to their local communities. A narrowed
focus on school-community partnerships showed a growing movement toward shared leadership,
which was also evident in the mentoring program experiences of the current study. The
researcher then concentrated on studies of African American church involvement in the
education of young congregants and community youth and how this has expanded to school
partnership programs. The range of studies across multiple disciplines led to three theoretical
perspectives: Glock’s (1962) five-dimensional framework for religious commitment, Bourdieu’s
(1986) social capital theory, and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory. The
researcher noted each theory’s relevance to themes of relationships and resources that first
emerged in the literature review.
Chapter Three was a presentation of the methods and processes of data collection used to
conduct this transcendental phenomenological research study. The researcher introduced this
chapter with four philosophical assumptions to account for threads of their presence in the
theoretical framework and in the research design strategies through themes of relationships and
resources. The research design—transcendental phenomenology—was introduced by way of its
philosophical foundations and founder Edmund Husserl (Husserl, 1931, as cited in Moustakas,
1994) whose concepts of Epoche, intentionality, and imaginative variation were employed in the
process of finding meaning in participants’ experiences. The researcher described instruments of
data collection that included the interview protocol and process, the setting and sample of
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participants, the church documents, and the CASEL framework used to identify and categorize
evidence of social and emotional learning. The researcher delineated the systematic steps of
Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of the Van Kaam Method of Analysis that would be used to
construct meaning from participants’ experiences in the mentoring program. The researcher
closed the chapter with ethical considerations and study limitations in conducting this qualitative
study: (1) the required commitment and level of risk-taking for the researcher; and (2)
responsibility for participants’ dignity and well-being.
Chapter Four was a presentation of structural and textural findings from interviews and a
review of church documents that rendered a deeper understanding of the three groups of
participants and the mentoring program. Every school and church participant had a connection
with African American churches. Church documents and verbatim interview transcripts showed
preparation for, and evidence of, social and emotional support under each SEL domain: selfawareness, self-management; social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decisionmaking. In a final synthesis of significant meanings and essences, the researcher observed three
overarching stages of commitment, implementation, and outcomes. The commitment stage
revealed how relationships to faith, career, others, and self influenced participants’ perspectives
of their roles. The implementation stage revealed three work themes fueled by personal mission:
filling the gaps, fervent collaboration, and strategic fellowship. Lastly, the outcomes stage
depicted results of the work as described by participants and categorized into themes of
feedback, challenges, rewarding experiences, and additional benefits.
In this final chapter, the researcher concludes with a comparison of the research findings
to the literature review, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research.
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Research Questions
The central question asked, “What is the essence of the mentoring program in the African
American church-public school partnership, and what role does social and emotional support
play in it?” The two guiding research questions were:
RQ 1. What types of social and emotional support for students emerged from the
mentoring program experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors?
RQ 2. How have the personal experiences of school leaders, church leaders, and mentors
influenced their work in the church-school partnership?
Conclusions
Reports and resources for school climate and discipline. The researcher found 11
publications that presented a comprehensive look at the nation’s out-of-school suspension rates,
causes, impact, and solutions. Two were trend reports; the remainder were an article, data
reports, a speech, a web page, a guide, and a directory of resources. Both trend reports
(Boccanfuso & Kuhfeld, 2011; Wilson, 2014) raised awareness of the consequences of evolving
interpretations of zero tolerance discipline policies since the 1990s—specifically exclusionary
discipline practices for repeated, non-violent misbehaviors that led to high rates of out-of-school
suspensions for students of color. Wilson summarized research on the “school-to-prisonpipeline” (p. 49), which is the link between exclusionary discipline and future incarceration in
the U.S. penal system. Several evidence-based alternatives were introduced for reduction and
prevention of exclusionary discipline, including social-emotional learning programs (Boccanfuso
& Kuhfeld, 2011) and community support from faith groups (Wilson, 2014). The current study
examined experiences from the latter two alternatives.
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Partnering schools used the church’s mentoring program as supports for prevention and
intervention. Besides academic support, mentors described much of their work as building
relationships with students, helping students understand their value, and helping them develop
skills for productive relations with adults and peers. Mentors provided intervention for
struggling students with prior suspensions or at risk for suspension; some examples were a
session dedicated to “talking students down” from a planned fight and sessions where students
researched topics to help deal with negative emotions. Mentors engaged in preventive measures
for students at risk of marginalization due to academic, social, or personal challenges.
Illustrations of prevention included weekly affirmations, FAFSA application and resume
assistance, and monitoring student practice of self-care. Positive student outcomes observed by
mentors and counselors included reduced suspensions and increased engagement in school.
Social and emotional learning web link, webpage, articles. This category provides the
background on SEL for this study. A web link presented the SEL definition adopted for this
study. The webpage presented the CASEL framework for SEL competencies that was used to
classify evidence of social and emotional support under five categories: self-awareness, selfmanagement, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. In contrast
to the literature review on SEL, the church outreach had not adopted a SEL program; instead,
mentors aligned their topics to the core values of the church outreach and planned their own
approaches and activities. The resulting data reduction revealed social and emotional support in
significant experiences that spanned all five competencies. Furthermore, themes showed that
participants’ methods of support were the result of influences from experiences with their own
children, careers involving youth, past mentoring experience, their upbringing, or faith.
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From God’s house to the schoolhouse: resources and relationships. This category
begins by acknowledging prior research that brought attention to the church resources and
relationships that nurtured the social, emotional, and intellectual growth of its young members
and youth in the community. Six studies within the U.S. and China found that students increased
in educational attainment through benefits from the church’s religious services, its educational
resources, and socialization couched in intergenerational relationships with church members
(Erickson & Phillips, 2012; Fan, 2008; Glanville et al., 2012; Holland, 2017; Park, 2012;
Williams & Bryan, 2013). Five studies gave insight into the social and cultural influences of
religious involvement on the educational achievement of Black students (Barrett, 2010a, 2010b;
Byfield, 2008; Erickson & Phillips, 2012; Toldson & Anderson, 2010). Four studies (Brown &
Gary, 1991; Green-Powell et al., 2011; Hodges et al., 2016; McCray et al., 2010), a book
(Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990), and a commentary (Mitchell, 2010) provided context of the Black
Church’s involvement in U.S. history as the headquarters for African Americans to access
resources and relationships— including education—amidst societal oppression and
marginalization. Like its spiritual predecessors, the African American Church in the current
study extended its reach beyond the congregation to provide social services in the community.
Analysis of church documents revealed grave concern about social ills in the community, which
the church traced back to broken families. Establishing a mentoring program in local schools for
struggling youth was one way the church addressed the source of the issues, and thereby carried
out its Scriptural mission to serve and uplift those in need.
Prior studies of church-public school partnerships provided insight into what schools
needed to support their struggling students. Church partnership provisions included, but were
not limited to: mentoring in schools (Connelly, 2012); school supplies, tutoring, and an “anti-
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suspension program” (Jordan & Wilson, 2017, p. 106); homework assistance, and family support
on weekends and holidays (Purdy & Meneely, 2015, p. 151). The African American church in
the current study found similar needs presented by schools, and this study focused on the social,
emotional, and academic needs addressed in its mentoring program. A distinction in this study
was the in-depth knowledge of the 21 participants from the church and schools that revealed
their approaches to social and emotional support needed by students.
New knowledge from this African American church-public school partnership study was
gathered using a different qualitative methodology than the four prior studies of church-public
school partnerships. In two prior studies, qualitative methods were used to identify church
outreach programs that provided educational opportunities for African American students in local
public schools (Jordan & Wilson, 2017); and to identify a church’s actions in counteracting poor
educational outcomes experienced by disadvantaged students in state-run schools (Purdy &
Meneely, 2015). The other two studies used mixed methods to determine the impact of a
church’s mentoring program on the academic and behavioral success of students (Connelly,
2012) and to evaluate the benefits and challenges of church partnerships from the perspectives of
the partnering principals (RFA, 2008). In the current qualitative study, the researcher used
transcendental phenomenological methods to gain an understanding of the mentoring program
experience as described by participants who were responsible for organizing and implementing
the African American church-public school partnership. To that end, the researcher conducted
semi-structured interviews about the roles and personal background of five church
administrators, one principal, six school counselors, and nine mentors. Findings revealed
personal missions that guided key attitudes and actions, impacting the breadth and depth of the
mentoring program.
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Descriptions of participants’ attitudes and actions were reduced to the significant
experiences of their roles and responsibilities and incorporated under three work themes. First,
“filling the gaps” described the in-depth approach primarily taken by mentors in mentoring
sessions to “pour into” students the support and encouragement found lacking. Mentors’
descriptions of these discussions and activities reflected the intergenerational relationships
between adult members and youth in Sunday school classes (Glanville, 2012) and mentorships
(Erickson & Phillips, 2012). Secondly, “fervent collaboration” described the coordination and
implementation of the mentoring program by church outreach administrators, counselors, a
principal, and mentors. Participants’ tasks at multiple levels impacted the students’ experience,
as seen in the following chain: mentor training from church outreach administrators; mentor and
counselor communication; and mentor-student sessions. Lastly, “strategic fellowship” primarily
described the church outreach administrators’ engagement with schools, district administrators,
community members, and other churches to establish and sustain mentoring programs through
church-public school partnerships. All three themes were embraced to some degree by all
participants. The themes depicted the influence of environment on child development, as
illustrated in Leonard’s (2011) study of a private company’s multiple levels of influence on
students in a high school class of a partnering school.
A second discovery in the current study encompasses the types of social and emotional
support provided and how they were provided by mentors. Using phenomenological reduction,
significant experiences of social and emotional support were extracted from participants’
descriptions of their roles and tasks, and then classified according to the five SEL competencies
in the CASEL (2017) framework. See Table 3 for a representative sample. The greatest support
was found for responsible decision-making and relationships skills, followed consecutively by
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support for social awareness, self-management, and self-awareness. In these findings, there were
notable distinctions between strategies used by the female mentors with girls and by the male
mentors with boys.
Mentors addressed the same competencies, but their approaches accentuated differences
in nurturing boys and girls according to different experiences, needs, and concerns. For
example, two male mentors addressed responsible decision-making by leading boys to analyze
their situations and those of others in order to identify ethical responses and ways to deal with
conflict. They approached these discussions through a series of questions and by revisiting
previously discussed character points. Whereas, two female mentors addressed responsible
decision-making by refocusing girls’ attention on constructive choices; and their strategies
included time for listening, mothering about self-care, and checking on grades and adjustment.
Support for self-awareness was dominated by female mentors who focused on helping girls
realize their own special qualities, understand their struggles, and feel part of a sisterhood. In
contrast, one male mentor addressed self-awareness from the standpoint of building confidence
through practical life skills (i.e., shaking hands, eye contact, tying a tie, how to treat young
ladies) needed to engage in social and formal situations. For the competency of selfmanagement, three female mentors had specific conversations with girls about following school
rules, while one male mentor used examples of sports figures to teach self-discipline and another
mentor engaged boys in goal-setting that motivated them to improve.
Male and female mentors often found themselves focusing on “the basics,” which
entailed fundamental guidance and support that students needed to navigate successfully in
school and life (e.g., encouragement, character, ethics, unity, dreams, goals). The findings
showed that mentors revised some agendas to address critical needs which were perceived in
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conversations with students and in group discussions. This flexibility offers one explanation for
the personalized nature of the social and emotional support provided for boys and girls. This
personalization is a testament to the mentors’ work of filling the gaps in areas of deficit that
necessitated consistent and invested communication. In essence, the social and emotional
support did not depend on a particular program; it was dependent on relationships.
Significance of religiously involved participants. In the initial stages of this study, an
online discovery of church-public school partnerships sparked the researchers’ interest in school
and church leaders who engaged in such collaboration. This last category discusses the
significance of the religiously involved adults from the church and the schools in the mentoring
program. Fourteen study participants from the partnering African American church were
ministry leaders, church outreach administrators, and church members. Seven participants from
the partnering schools included five counselors who were church members/ regular attendees or
past visitors of African American churches, and one principal who was a member of the church
in this study. See Table 2. These findings aligned with prior research of church-public school
partnerships, in which the church representatives were pastors, ministry leaders, and other
members (Connelly, 2012; Jordan & Wilson, 2017). Additionally, Jordan and Wilson noted a
principal and school counselor from the partnering schools who also were members of the
partnering church. In the current study, all participants from the church and school had a
personal connection to an African American church, most being members, which implies a
shared culture.
A commonality among the participants in this study was the longevity factor. Eighteen
participants, 86%, from the church and schools “grew up” in church or were members for over
two decades. The researcher concluded that out of this longevity, a faith consciousness
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developed and influenced participants’ decisions, such as this commitment to the mentoring
program—even in the face of initial uncertainty, as a few of the adults experienced (e.g., new
job, weekly responsibility of lesson planning, unfamiliarity with students’ age group). This
longevity again surfaced in the ten plus years of service to the mentoring program by some
participants.
All participants from the school and church articulated how the work of the mentoring
program aligned with their aspirations or vocation. Thirteen of the 21 study participants, stated
their work in the mentoring program was influenced, in part, by their personal religious
involvement; in particular, their consideration of the spiritual purpose for their professional
skills, prayers for guidance about participating, and a biblical worldview that motivated them to
be part of the solution to some of the problems in schools. Their work in public schools as a
result of their religious commitment speaks to the consequential dimension of Glock’s (1962)
multi-dimensional framework of religious commitment. The other eight participants did not
identify faith as an influence on their work in the mentoring program, but spoke of the other
commonly noted influences of career, relationships, and significant life events that were
connected in various ways to youth and oftentimes the participants’ own childhood.
Accordingly, participants joined the partnership to invest in students through the mentoring
program. Schools desired the additional, personalized support to uplift struggling students, and
the church sought to come alongside students to befriend, inspire, and provide counsel for
making good choices leading to personal well-being and a productive school career.
Professional feedback from the school counselors and principal about the work of the
church outreach administrators and mentors mirrored Purdy and Meneely’s (2015) results in
which teachers and support staff expressed gratitude for the church volunteers’ specific activities
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with students. At the same time, complications were part of the process in Purdy and Meneely’s
(2015) study; a fact also confirmed in the descriptions of common challenges by all participants
in the African American church-public school partnership. The central goal of supporting
students appeared to be the leverage used for cooperation within, and by, both parties; because
the church needed to give, and the school needed to receive. The religiously involved
participants in the schools and the church acted accordingly.
Implications for Practice
Religion, relationships, and resources. African American churches are community
stakeholders who are culturally connected to urban schools. Outside of this church-school
partnership, all 21 school leaders, church leaders, and mentors had a connection with African
American churches through membership, visitation, or work relationship. These cultural
connections suggest the participants had a spiritual or moral sense of duty to get involved with
this African American church’s mission in public schools. Participants’ commitment to the
program was influenced by combinations of faith, career, significant life experiences, and
relationships. Moreover, the unique backgrounds of the church mentors manifested in two
categories of personal mission: male mentors sought to be positive role models for African
American boys through practical guidance for success in life, while female mentors focused on
helping girls to feel accepted as they learned more about themselves, their abilities, and potential
in the contexts of family and school. Leaders of urban schools would do well to consider
mentoring programs offered by African American Christian churches, largely due to the social
and emotional support inherent in cultural connections of faith, race, or both.
Strategic fellowship was used by the church to build relationships for the mentoring
program. It is the nature of Christian churches to engage in fellowship—to host gatherings, large
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and small, where believers and seekers come together to worship God and learn how to live as
followers of Jesus Christ. In this study, the church’s capacity for bringing people together for a
shared purpose was seen in the work of church outreach administrators. Details in the study
delineated their strategic fellowship—intentional acts of building and sustaining relationships to
meet the needs of students in urban public schools. At multiple tiers of leadership, church
outreach administrators worked systematically with the pastor, church staff, mentors, district
administrators, principals, and counselors. Finally, participants’ descriptions of the church’s
relationships in the community, with other congregations, and in their own membership all
proved critical for their acceptance in public schools. Their broad impact in the community is a
point of reference for African American churches seeking to engage in strategic fellowship with
public schools.
Fervent collaboration between church and schools supported successful implementation
of the mentoring program. The intricacies of give and take among partners reflected shared
leadership approaches to school reform (Green, 2015). Implementation required the independent
and collaborative work of church outreach administrators, mentors, principals, and counselors.
Most notable was the mentor-mentee matching which orchestrated by counselors and church
outreach administrators and depended on permission from parents, followed by connections
made between mentors and students. This chain created a unique pathway for the church to meet
needs of public school students and their families, as well as a reciprocal opportunity for schools
to build a positive school climate accepting the church’s provision of consistent attention to the
social and emotional needs of struggling students. Successful outcomes for some mentoring
students manifested in prevention and reduction of suspensions—both of which aligned with the

111

collaborative guidance of the Departments of Education and Justice for creating safe schools and
positive climates in (Klotz, 2014).
Social and emotional support was a common thread in needs assessment, training, and
curricula in the mentoring program. K-12 school leaders described social and emotional support
in terms of what their struggling students needed from the mentoring program: a caring adult,
role model, father figure, tutor, someone to talk to, advocate, or confidant. In mentor training,
SEL competencies, such as social awareness, were addressed and then modeled by mentors in
mentoring sessions (e.g., holding conversations, listening with empathy, offering encouragement,
positive perspectives, and showing respect). Under the governing core values for the church
outreach, mentors chose topics and activities based on the needs and interests of students. This
resulted in a grassroots approach to social and emotional support—from character discussions
and academic assistance (social awareness, responsible decision-making) to art and crafts (selfawareness), topic reading (self-awareness, self-management), journal writing (self-awareness,
self-management, responsible decision-making), and celebrations (social awareness, relationship
skills). The intentional use of these common activities as tools for social and emotional support
can be replicated in mentoring sessions of all church-school partnerships or seen as inspiration
for choosing other common activities to meet fundamental needs.
In mentoring sessions, mentors became the key resource as they drew from their own
strengths, creativity, and background to contribute to students’ social and emotional
development. The male mentors had a personal mission to be positive African American male
role models, which surfaced in sharing wisdom and teaching social, emotional, and practical
skills. The female mentors shared personal missions to help girls feel safe, special, cared for, a
sense of belonging, and awareness of their unique qualities. Their approaches generally involved
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social, emotional, and academic support. In distinctive roles, mentors aimed to come alongside
struggling boys and girls to pour into them the support and encouragement found lacking; in
essence the mentors were filling the gaps for students’ parents and families. Providing students
with such opportunities could make the difference between experiences of temporary difficulty
or the darker road of frustration to the point of disengagement in school. The experiences of the
church mentors are an implication of the unique opportunity to personally influence the lives of
community youth for the better.
Recommendations for Future Research
Recommendations for future research include qualitative and quantitative studies. This
qualitative, phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of 21 participants in one
African American church-public school partnership: seven school leaders (or their designees),
five church administrators, and nine mentors. The sample size yielded rich data that allowed for
deep understanding of the individual and collective experiences of partnership members.
However, the findings cannot be generalized to the roles and experiences of all participants in
African-American church-public school partnerships. For example, Jordan and Wilson (2017)
compared the school partnerships of a large church and a smaller church and found similar
quality, yet through different types of interventions. Further research on the mentoring programs
of African American church-public school partnerships is recommended to compare approaches
to social and emotional support.
Findings from the sample of adult participants included their perceptions of student’s
social and emotional growth as a result of school years spent in mentoring groups. The addition
of students’ perceptions of growth as a result of mentoring would add valuable data to this study.
Connelly’s (2012) study of mentors suggested the addition of student focus groups for added
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perspective. Likewise, the addition of focus groups or interviews with young adults who were in
the mentoring program during their school years would add a new depth to the descriptions of
the mentoring program experience of African American church-public school partnerships.
Additionally, the snowball effect for gathering participants might be useful, as the current study
revealed that some mentors kept in touch with their mentees on social media and as a result of
chance meetings.
Future studies of the mentoring program of African American church-public school
partnerships would benefit from suggestions in the RFA (2008) action research to use surveys for
studying student attitudes toward school climate and services received through the faith-based
partnership. Having observed school climate surveys administered to middle school students in a
charter school, the researcher recommends mixed methods studies using school climate surveys
that incorporate specific questions for students in the mentoring program. Furthermore,
generalizable results may come from surveying the teachers of students in the church mentoring
programs across partnering schools. For example, with student privacy accounted for, the use of
pre- and post-surveys of non-cognitive competencies (e.g., self-management) would be useful in
identifying student growth. The church’s ability to survey parents of students in the mentoring
program could also add valuable data to a mixed methods study.
The last two recommendations are based on two distinct findings in this study. First, the
mentoring differences of male and female mentors in the mentoring program emerged in
participants’ descriptions of their experience. The findings discussed in the conclusions section
are independent of prior research in this study. Secondly, the researcher took into consideration
that the connections between the school staff members and the church may or may not reflect the
status of all partnering school staff in this partnership or in other church-school partnerships.
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Studies of non-practicing or non-religious public school leaders and staff who partner with
African American churches can provide insight from another perspective. More research is
needed for both of these areas.
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Concluding Comments
My thoughts go back to my reactions to former Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan’s
(2014) solemn remarks about the national dilemma of school discipline and the appalling rates of
out-of-school suspensions, specifically for African American students. Duncan’s (2014) speech
and statistics from the Office of Civil Rights painted a catastrophic picture of the plight of
struggling African American students in public education. However, I also knew there were
untold numbers of African American students for whom, this was not their reality. In particular,
research studies have found relationships between student achievement and religious
involvement (Barrett 2010a; Byfield, 2008; Erickson & Phillips, 2012; Glanville et al., 2008;
Toldson & Anderson, 2010). I remember scanning the Department of Education’s (2014b) list of
recommendations, in which schools were encouraged to partner with local organizations for
social and emotional support programs. I wondered, What about the church?
That question was followed by an inquiry about church-school partnerships. I was
pleasantly surprised. This qualitative, phenomenological study of one African American
church’s partnership with its local public schools gave me an understanding of the creative
collaboration between a church and schools, rooted in religion, relationships, and resources; and
fueled by personal mission. The study also provides new direction for more qualitative studies
that can lead to quantitative research. Meanwhile, the lived experience shared by participants in
this study contains insight and practical guidance for churches and schools around the nation
looking to provide additional social and emotional support to struggling students. It is already
happening.
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Appendix D: Church-School Partnership Interview Protocol
Thank you for participating in this research study. To help me gain a deep understanding of the
experience of the African American church-public school partnership, I am interested in learning
about your current or past role and experiences as a contributing member. In this interview, our
discussion about your experiences will help me to better understand what it’s like to be a
(principal or designee, church leader/staff, mentor) in this church-school partnership.
The questions are divided into two sections. In this first section, the questions focus on
your role, responsibilities, accountability, challenges, victories, and future endeavors.
1. Tell me about your role in this church-school partnership. (What do you do and how
does that look? What do you do to prepare for your role? Who do you communicate
with about your responsibilities?)
2. Describe a responsibility you have that you believe helps the students most.
3. How do you know if what you do is working? Can you tell me about one person who
was helped in this way (or one situation that was improved by what you do)?
4. Describe a challenging aspect of your role in the church-school partnership.
5. Tell me about one rewarding experience you have had in the church-school partnership.
6. Besides the planned activities you provide for students, what else do they get out of the
program?
7. Based on your experience in this partnership, what other student needs have you observed
that the church-school partnership may be able to address in the future?
This concludes the first section in which you answered questions based on your role in the
partnership.
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In this second section, the questions will focus on the context —how you experience your
role in the church-school partnership based on your background or past experiences.
8. How did you become interested in participating in this church-school partnership? (What
were your reasons for getting involved?)
9. Give a little history of your background or past experiences that may have influenced
your work in the church school partnership.
10. What is your experience with African American churches?
11. What motivates you to continue participating in this partnership?
12. Is there anything I didn’t cover that you would like to share (Patton, 2002, p.379)?
This concludes the second section of the interview in which you shared your
background or past experiences and the connections to your role in the church-school
partnership. Thank you for your participation in this research study. Should you have needs or
concerns following the interview, you are invited to speak directly to (Outreach Director).
In a few days, you will receive a copy of your responses by email. You will be invited to
respond by email within three days, if there are any corrections you want to make.
Before we hang up, I would like to get your mailing address, so that I can send you $5 as
compensation for your time.
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Appendix E: Permission from CASEL
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“I certify that the information furnished concerning the procedures to be taken for the protection
of human participants is correct. I will seek and obtain prior approval for any substantive
modification in the proposal and will report promptly any unexpected or otherwise significant
adverse effects in the course of this study.”
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